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ABSTRACT 
This study explored the creation and maintenance of vocational identity as it relates to 
teachers. The vocational identities of five participants spanning the educational spectrum were 
explored and then storified following a qualitative narrative research design. Until this study, the 
research on vocational identity was sparse and tended to focus on identity alone and not on the 
concept of vocational identity. Teacher identity and its formation had not been explored in the 
literature and there were no studies that addressed how a teacher formed their vocational identity 
and how that formed identity manifested itself in their classroom. A series of semi-structured 
interviews and participant-driven photo elicitation were used to collect data. This raw data was 
then analyzed using Atlas. ti (V9) and assembled for review. 
The findings of this qualitative narrative study suggested that vocational identity was 
created within four identified areas: Personal/Behavioral factors, Political/Educational factors, 
Contextual factors, and Life Domain factors. Each of these areas of interest were explored in this 
study through the lived experiences and photographs of elements that represented the vocational 
identities of the participants. 
Keywords: Self-efficacy theory, self-determination theory, vocational identity, teacher 
identity, teacher motivation, identity theory, social identity theory, social hierarchy, narrative 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
Stuart sat at his desk, the Keurig quietly chugging behind him on his shelf. It was early, 
way early, and the students would not arrive for another hour or so. He wearily surveyed his 
desk and mentally catalogued the hours he would need to assess the essays, complete the RTI 
probes, and grade the forgotten quiz that now stared back at him. He swiveled his chair and 
began making his coffee. As he added the good stuff, his eyes landed on the photographs of past 
students, an ugly keepsake made by a former student that had made him cry, and a poem given to 
him by a student Stuart swore hated him and yet had presented this poem to him that described 
how he had changed her life. Stuart absently stirred the coffee and read the poem again. Stuart 
didn’t make a lot of money, spent too many hours at the school, and often saw his students more 
than his own kid. Yet, he would not change his life for anything. He didn’t understand why he 
kept pushing the boulder up the hill, but Stuart knew that without that boulder, he would be lost. 
Teaching was a crucial part of who he was but articulating that element of his identity seldom 
made sense when spoken aloud. Stuart muttered to himself as he picked up his coffee, “I do it for 
the kids…,” knowing it was way more than that, and turned back to his desk and his work. 
When I entered my doctoral program, I was sure I would solve the world’s problems. I 
would write a groundbreaking dissertation in which I unlocked the mysteries of the universe and 
changed the minds of academics across the educational spectrum. I did not know how I would do 
this, but I was driven to conduct a study that meant something.  The question of “what do you do 
for a living” was a classic element of the American lexicon. What we do as a vocation was 
literally seen as who we are or in other words, our identity. It was certainly hard to dispute that 
our work (whatever it might be) focused the lens through which others perceived us. Society 
even had a term for this delineation with monikers such as white collar and blue-collar 
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professions. These were, of course, far more than terms-they were themselves identity markers. 
Each marker carried an established meaning and perceived social status. What then of teachers? 
The question of teacher identity was as complex as was the question of how teacher identity 
influenced motivation in the classroom. This study explored the vocational identities of five 
participating teachers and how they created and formed their teacher identities and how that 
identity motivated their actions in the classroom and informed their beliefs about their 
effectiveness as a classroom teacher. The study explicated the theories of self-determination, 
identity, social identity, and self-efficacy and how those theories related to the creation of 
vocational identities. This qualitative narrative study used the stories, experiences, and career 
paths of the five participating PreK-12 teachers to gain a greater understanding of the elements 
that composed teacher identity and how that identity motivated teachers in their pedagogical 
lives and influenced their self-efficacy in the classroom. It was my hope that through this 
understanding, teacher identity could be better understood and factors influencing their 
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Background and Role of the Researcher 
I have been fascinated by the concept of motivation for my entire life. I was an extremely 
driven, Type-A person, and often my motivation to succeed came at the expense of those around 
me. I have done Ironman triathlons, run ultramarathons, raced my bicycle in the mountains, and 
so forth. Those activities had a cost, and that cost was time. Often, those I loved and who were 
important to me were the victims of my focused personality. In many respects, teaching is an 
endurance sport. Long days are spent working, often to see marginal gains and yet the work 
continued. It was a natural desire to explore this side of who I am and understand the genesis of 
this drive better. However, as a topic for research, it was a bit like trying to research space. The 
concept of identity was multifaceted and complex and the more I read, the more questions I had. 
As is often the case with research, inquiry gave rise to new questions and from those questions, 
researchers gain clarity. Clarity for me was no longer about solving the universe’s problems but 
understanding identity, specifically vocational identity, through a different lens. That lens was the 
concept of how vocational identity was created and how that sense of identity drove the self-
efficacy of teachers and their motivation to teach. This novel viewpoint of identity found its roots 
in my classroom, in 1:1 student-teacher conferences, and long hours planning lessons that 
inspired students and helped them achieve their dreams. Identity, like motivation, had many 
facets and the creation of a vocational identity proved to be as complex as the concept itself. 
Each time I have begun a new school year, I worked hard at building a classroom 
community. It was my experience that learning communities tended to work better and more 
cohesively. One of the questions I have asked students over the years dealt with vocation. 
Specifically, I asked my students to tell me what they might want to do with their lives after 
leaving school. The responses were often predictable with students wanting to be doctors, 
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lawyers, professional athletes, rappers, and the list went on. The real challenge came with the 
explanation of why they wanted to pursue that vocation. This part of the assignment was often 
met with blank pages and fidgeting. I suspected those same feelings of anxiety and mild 
confusion were the same for a first-year teacher in their first teaching job as the students are 
streaming in on the first day of school. Undergraduates chose to pursue a career in teaching (it 
usually did not happen by accident) and those choices were often driven by a myriad of 
motivations that were complex and defined in vague terms. Likewise, being a teacher was more 
than earning a teaching degree, passing a state exam, and entering the classroom. These were 
actions that created the status of a teacher but creating a teacher identity was far more complex 
and challenging.  
Teachers are, by any definition, bastions of the civilized world. Both loved and reviled, 
teachers labor in the relative obscurity of the classroom, changing lives (for good or bad) and 
working within a system that has been unchanged for decades. When the hypothetical question 
about vocation was answered by a teacher, the reply was often cliché and predictable and rarely 
articulated in a manner that those outside the field understood with any clarity. This opaqueness 
stemmed from a lack of knowledge about what teachers do in the classroom. Physicians are 
lifesavers and healers (identity). Engineers fix things (identity). Architects design buildings 
(identity). And teachers? Well, there was the conundrum that faced the profession. Marginalized 
by politicians, the media, and by the very parents of the children they serve, teaching has 
descended into an amorphous profession, awash in politics and often controlled by those who 
have never taught children or dealt with the pressures of the classroom. It is said that perception 
is reality. If this maxim is indeed true, teachers must have, by design, some sort of teacher 
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identity that defines them and motivates them to keep teaching. The question then becomes what 
makes a teacher? What was that vocational identity and how was it formed? 
For the purposes of this study, vocational identity is synonymous with teacher identity.  
Elewar et.al., (2018) defined teacher identity as “a psychological attachment to the teaching 
profession” (p. 294). Berger and Le Van (2019) defined teacher identity as “how teachers view 
themselves as teachers and how they are recognized as such” (p. 164). Olsen (2012) wrote that 
teacher identity is not an identity; rather, “it is both a process and a product” (p. 1123).  It was 
not difficult to understand why a vocational identity such as teacher identity challenged many. 
Pay raises have been routinely given and taken away by the state legislature and districts have 
constantly required more of teachers while providing less structure and support. The question of 
how teacher identity controls the efficacy of the teacher and their motivations to teach could well 
be explored and explicated through a qualitative narrative research design. The qualitative 
narrative research design was the best choice to explore vocational identity because this design 
allowed the participants to tell their stories and relate their experiences in their own words and in 
an environment that was comfortable and conducive to the participants for speaking their truth 
about the creation of their vocational identities as teachers and how those identities influenced 
their motivations in the classroom. 
Research Question 
How do teachers create and maintain their vocational identities in the PreK-12th grade setting? 
This research question was quite complex. It was apparent that further delineation was needed. 
The delineation came in the form of four distinct topics of interest. Each topic addresses an 
element of vocational identity and its subsequent formation. These topics served as gathering 
points as the interviews were conducted and allowed me to conceptualize the stories and 
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experiences of the participants. These topics were essential to the understanding of vocational 
identity. The first area of interest was personal/behavioral factors that influenced and affected 
the creation of teacher identity. These topics were considered as they were interwoven with 
the concept of the self and how a teacher viewed themselves in the context of the vocation. 
The second area of interest was contextual factors that influenced and affected the 
maintenance of teacher identity and motivation. These factors included the environment and 
physical space in which the participants worked and taught. Context was crucial to the 
understanding of how the identity was formed. The third topic of interest was life domain 
factors. In 2020 and early 2021, COVID-19 and the worldwide pandemic was wreaking havoc 
on the world at large. The pandemic was particularly devasting for teachers who switched 
from teaching in a classroom to teaching from their kitchen table almost overnight. It was 
difficult to not acknowledge the impact this pandemic had on the vocational identity of 
teachers. The final topic of interest was political/educational factors. In addition to COVID-19 
and a worldwide pandemic, the United States was experiencing political and civil unrest not seen 
since the Civil War. Teachers, by default, were often engaged in this discourse (willingly or 
unwillingly) with assignments and curriculum that collided with the political discourse of the 
day. How this political maelstrom and social justice unrest influenced vocational identity was 
addressed in this study. 
Purpose Statement 
 This study tried to reach a deep understanding of the processes followed by teachers in 
their creation of vocational identity and how that identity influenced motivation in the Pre-K 
through 12th grade setting. The study explored the vocational identities of five participants as 
they shared their stories and experiences of becoming teachers and why they continued to teach. 
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This was the traditional number of participants for this research design and provided a broad, 
rich contextual narrative. The qualitative narrative demonstrated how these vocational identities 
influenced the motivations of the study participants. 
Conceptual Framework 
The conceptual framework of a study is the system of concepts, assumptions, 
expectations, beliefs, and theories that supports and informs your research. It is a formulation of 
what a researcher thinks are going on with whatever topic is being studied. Essentially, it was a 
tentative theory of what was happening and why. Ravitch & Riggan (2017) defined a conceptual 
framework as an argument about why the topic one wished to study mattered, and why the 
methodology and research design proposed to study it are appropriate and rigorous. By 
argument, they meant that a conceptual framework was a series of sequenced, logical 
propositions the purpose of which was to ground the study and convince readers of the study’s 
importance and rigor. 
For this study, the conceptual framework evolved around four theories that were taken 
from the social sciences, specifically Identity Theory, Social Identity Theory, Self-Efficacy 
Theory, and Self-Determination Theory. The following chart shows how these theories were 
explored in chapter two and subsequent gaps were identified. After those gaps were identified, 
the four topics of interest were developed and refined. The chart also illuminates the social 
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Figure 1  
Vocational Identity Conceptual Framework 
 
Organization of the Study 
 This study was constructed in the tradition of a qualitative narrative design. After 
examining the relevant literature and identifying the gaps and formulating questions to address 
those gaps, the study began with identifying five participants from the local school district. Five 
participants were chosen purposefully and represented a broad cross section of the teacher 
population that was under examination. The typical criteria according to Seidman (2019) for the 
number of participants in a study is sufficiency and saturation of information. The number was 
certainly enough for this qualitative narrative inquiry as the participants were chosen with 
considerable reflection on this researcher’s part and covered the full spectrum of the K-12 
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educational experience. Saturation of information refers to the notion that the researcher would 
essentially hear the same information repeatedly throughout the interview process hence learning 
nothing new (Seidman, 2019). An initial round of interviews was conducted and then a 
subsequent round of topical questions followed. The data was then coded as described later in 
this dissertation and thematic elements identified and grouped. I presented the findings in the 
form of a thick, contextual narrative that articulated how vocational identity was formed and how 
that vocational identity influenced the participants’ motivation in the Pre-K through 12th grade 
setting. 
Limitations of the Study 
The most limiting factor for this study was the advent of COVID-19 and the worldwide 
pandemic. Social distancing, district-mandated protocols, and the inability to interact personally 
with the participants presented a significant challenge both from a health perspective and 
accessibility. There was a distinct possibility that one or more of the participants would develop 
COVID illness. This loss would have dealt a tremendous blow to the study. A limitation of the 
study was the number of participants and their proximity, especially given the possibility of a 
COVID-related illness or quarantine.  Because of the time required for each interview for the 
participants to share their stories and experiences and being in the middle of a worldwide 
pandemic, the stress level was immense. Midway through the study, the United States 
experienced a frightening spike in COVID cases. This spike added to the complexity of simply 
conducting the interviews with social distancing, mask wearing, and in the end, virtual 
interviews using Zoom.  Indeed, one participant declined to continue after the initial interview. 
This withdraw is discussed in chapter 4. Further limitations of this study stemmed from the 
confusion that often accompanies the question of vocational identity and self-efficacy. The 
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participants themselves had not conceptualized a vocational identity construct or articulated the 
structure of their construct. I was limited in my ability to develop and present interview questions 
that elicited authentic responses from my participants because the participants themselves did not 
understand the concept.  This presented a significant challenge as I did not want to influence or 
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CHAPTER 2: INTRODUCTION 
Stuart sat in his classroom and tried to make sense of the world around him. He was in his third 
week of teaching virtually and he had never felt more inadequate or disenfranchised. Stuart was 
a relationship teacher. He thrived on the human interaction between teacher and student and 
with the advent of COVID, a worldwide pandemic, schools being closed and instruction going 
virtual, Stuart realized that he was losing part of who he was in the classroom. “This is crazy”, 
thought Stuart as he pulled up Zoom for the day’s lesson. Stuart knew he was a good (some 
would say great) teacher but so much of his vocational identity stemmed from relationships. He 
knew his inner self was on the limit and that others in his department felt the same way. “This 
must get better,” Stuart thought, “or else I won’t know who I am anymore in the classroom.”   
In this chapter, the theoretical framework of Identity Theory, Social Identity Theory, Self-
Efficacy Theory, and Self-Determination Theory were explored. It was from this exploration that 
the four topical areas of research were developed and used as the basis for the conceptual 
framework upon which this study was conducted. 
When I started reading the salient literature for Self-Determination Theory (Deci & Ryan, 
1985), Self-Efficacy Theory (Bandura, 1997), Identity Theory (Stryker, 1968), and Social 
Identity Theory (Stets & Burke, 2000), it was easier than not to disappear down the proverbial 
rabbit hole. Identity as a research topic was akin to looking into deep space for answers but it 
was from within this chasm of emptiness that questions started to emerge. Teacher identity was 
an amorphous term that, like many such terms, lacked borders, depth, and was often hijacked by 
those who were not part of the educational spectrum. Research clearly existed for the social 
theories and many studies had been conducted in various iterations. What remained, however, 
was a dearth of studies that addressed the notion of how these multiple teacher identities were 
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created and how those teacher identities influenced the self-efficacy of PreK-12 classroom 
teachers and by proxy, their motivation. As was evidenced in this review of the literature, 
elements of the question have been addressed but in a holistic sense, gaps and questions 
remained. Vocational identities had been discussed and researched as had the concept of teacher 
motivation but to my knowledge, few, if any studies existed that examined those questions as a 
system. When I understood the creation of vocational identity as a product of a system or 
process, the need to further study this topic became clear. Indeed, this was the very reason I 
decided to study the creation of vocational identity as a topic in the first place. As a teacher, I 
have watched many talented educators enter the field and within five years, become disillusioned 
and bitter with the process. Studies have suggested teachers leave the field because of 
environment, low pay, and lack of support from administration (Friedman, 1991; Levine, 2013; 
Steinhardt, 2011; Teven, 2007). As a classroom teacher of 17 years, I understood all those 
factors. What I did not understand was how a teacher created their identity as a teacher and how 
that identity influenced their pedagogical lives. 
Review of Literature 
According to Tohidi (2012), “motivation is the driver of guidance, control and persistence 
in human behavior” (p. 22). Vallerand (2000) deepened my understanding of extrinsic and 
intrinsic motivation by placing them on “three hierarchical levels of generality. These levels are 
the global (personality), contextual (life domain), and situational (state) levels” (p. 313). This 
conceptualization of motivation was furthered by Daniel Pink’s (2009) Drive: The Surprising 
Truth about What Motivates Us. Pink (2009) wrote about the work of Harry F. Harlow, an early 
researcher in the field of motivation. Harlow knew of the biological drive and of course, of the 
extrinsic (external) drive. What Pink (2009) discovered was the third human drive-what we now 
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know as the intrinsic (internal) drive. Like many novice researchers, I assumed that intrinsic 
motivation was the reason I teach…and it was on some vague level. However, intrinsic 
motivation was not enough, and Pink effectively debunked what I thought was fact. What Pink 
and other researchers did not say (or even explore) was why we taught in the first place or more 
germane to this inquiry, self-identify as teachers beyond the conference of a degree and license. 
In the field of education, a motivated teacher can move mountains and inspire generations of 
students to achieve greatness. Teacher motivation has been a critical element of the success of 
students, school, and the educational system. Both Fernet et al. (2017) and Börü (2018) executed 
seminal studies in teacher motivation but questions and gaps remain. Perhaps the most pressing 
question related to teacher motivation were the questions of why? Why do teachers teach? What 
factors influence that motivation? How does the question of identity mesh with the concept of 
self-determination and self-efficacy? Fernet et.al (2017) and Börü (2018) discussed motivation 
after teachers have entered the field but what about before? What was the genesis of the decision 
to become an educator? What factors influenced that decision, and can those factors be 
articulated? Finally, how did identity fit into this complex mix of emotions and professional 
challenges? It was clear then the gap in the research in my view was at the point of decision. 
Simply put, why teach?  Perhaps the most revealing of all studies and the apparent need for 
further scholarship on teacher motivation was evident in Morante and Pino-Juste’s (2016) study, 
Teacher Motivation: Bibliometric and Content Analysis. A bibliometric study gives an 
approximate description of a research profile for an academic institution but Morante and Pino-
Juste (2016) used the process to develop a profile of research topics and studies. The study 
showed a growing interest from 2000-2012 in factors contributing to teacher motivation but not 
in teacher identity or its influences on teacher motivation. Again, the topic of motivation was the 
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focus of the study but disregarded the vocational identity of the participant as a factor. So, the 
desire for further scholarship was evident. 
Schunk (1999) focused on behavioral, environmental, and personal variables. These 
variables must be studied to gain a deeper understanding of teacher motivation. While 
motivational theory was quite prevalent in the literature, there was little to no consensus on the 
motivating factors for teachers and even less on the influence of vocational identity. While Deci 
& Ryan’s (1985) Self-Determination Theory and Bandura’s (1986) Self-Efficacy Theory both 
addressed factors influencing motivation, there was a dearth of research regarding the global, 
contextual, or situational aspects of teacher motivation (Morante and Pino-Juste, 2016). It was 
widely known that low pay, working conditions, and administrative support all influenced 
teacher motivation (Friedman 1991; Steinhardt 2011; Teven 2007; Levine 2013). Given the 
complexity of teacher motivations and the unique experience of each teacher, it was important 
that a qualitative narrative research study be conducted to determine how a teacher creates their 
vocational identity and how their identity was influence by global, contextual, and situational 
factors.  It was this researcher’s view that if it could be determined how a teacher formed their 
vocational identity, the question of what motivated teachers became much less daunting. 
To fully understand the concept of vocational identity, it is important to first understand 
the differences between Identity Theory and Social Identity Theory and how those two theories 
work with Bandura’s (1977) Self-Efficacy Theory and Deci & Ryan’s (1985) Self-Determination 
Theory. By explicating these theories and how they frame the concept of vocational identity, 
specifically teacher identity, it was my intention to demonstrate how the participating teachers in 
the study created their teacher identities and how those identities were manifested in the 
classroom and in their professional lives. It was also important to understand the factors 
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delineated earlier that influenced how teacher identities were created and how those influences 
were enhanced or mitigated. 
Teacher motivation, as a term of interest, has many facets. On its face, teacher motivation 
is broad and wide-ranging in its implications. I can apply the concept of teacher motivation to 
student achievement or academic elements or any number of avenues for definition. For my 
purposes, teacher motivation must be a focused concept and driven by a curiosity to know why 
teachers teach and what factors, if any, influence that motivation. Perryman and Calvert (2020) 
couched teacher motivation in practical terms as “teachers entered the field because they wanted 
to work with young people and make a difference” (p. 4). While altruistic in nature, it does echo 
the sentiment of many preservice teachers.  
Specifically, when I was considering what motivated a person to enter the field of 
teaching, I had a holistic approach in mind and gathered all their story, not just the part that fit 
the prevailing motivational theory. By changing the lens through which traditional researchers 
view the concept of vocational identity and looking at the idea of motivation as an expression of 
that vocational identity, I would add to the greater body of knowledge for this important topic. 
Sinclair (2008) explored the question of teacher motivation by following how teacher 
motivation changes from preservice to entering the field and in some instances, leaving the 
profession. I found Sinclair’s definition of motivation to be simplistic yet appropriate. Sinclair 
(2008) defines motivation “is what moves us to do something” and that “motivation involves 
energy and drive to learn, work effectively, and achieve potential” (p. 80). What Sinclair does not 
say in her definition was this again represented the intrinsic drive of individuals. Sinclair (2008) 
identified multiple reasons for students to be attracted to teaching. Those identified reasons were: 
1. Love for teaching 
2. Altruism 
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3. Work Schedule 
4. A “calling” to teach 
5. Love of Subject 
6. Creative outlet (p 81) 
It was interesting that these motivations are manifested by preservice teachers and 
continued to be voiced by veteran teachers as well. One other fascinating (and telling) aspect of 
Sinclair’s study was from the included survey of literature about teacher motivation.  None of the 
surveyed literature explicitly approached the topic of teacher motivation (or teacher identity), 
instead opting for aspects that closely aligned with the topics above.  Sinclair (2008) did make 
the salient point that teacher preparation programs have been found to affect the longevity of a 
teacher’s career and subsequent commitment. Finally, Sinclair (2008) pointed out that most 
research into teacher motivation is from decades ago and how teacher motivation degrades or 
strengthens over time has been the source of little scholarship (p. 84). While not explicit, it was 
implicit within Sinclair’s research (2008) that teacher identity was overlooked or ignored as a 
contributing factor to the mitigation or strengthening of a teacher’s motivation. Sinclair’s 2008 
study approached the figurative doorstep of vocational identity and inexplicably stops before 
crossing the threshold. My study boldly stepped across that threshold and explored the nuances 
of vocational identity through the stories and experiences of those who have created one and now 
are under its influence. 
Perryman and Calvert (2020) recently approached the question of teacher motivation by 
conducting a study of British teachers and their motivations for both entering the field initially 
and then following up with those teachers who left the field within five years. Perryman and 
Calvert (2020) found that participants became teachers for the following reasons: 
1. They wanted to make a difference (69%) 
2. Wanting to work with young people (64%) 
3. Love of subject (50%) 
4. Inspired by own teachers (38%) 
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5. To have an intellectual challenge (36%) 
6. To be creative (35%) 
7. Variety of work (33%) (p 11) 
When reviewing those responses, it was easy to see that all responses were intrinsically 
driven. It was also evident that Perryman and Calvert’s (2020) study further supported the 
finding of Sinclair (2008). Perry and Calvert (2020) also reported the reason why teachers left 
the field: 
1. Workload (83%) 
2. Improve work life balance (76%) 
3. Not feeling valued (585) 
4. Target driven culture (55%) 
5. Government initiatives (47%) 
6. Lack of support from management [administration] (47%) (p. 15) 
Again, if we examined the reasons teachers left the field, it was apparent that most/all 
responses were extrinsically driven. External forces such those enumerated above can rarely be 
mitigated with any degree of success. Sinclair (2008) and Perryman and Calvert (2020) furthered 
my hypothesis that teacher motivation was an intrinsically motivated pursuit and that the 
controlling influence of their motivation was the vocational identity of that teacher. It was 
important to note that neither Sinclair (2008) nor Perry & Calvert (2020) ever acknowledged or 
recognized the importance of including the creation and maintenance of vocational identity. It 
would be fascinating to know if the inclusion of vocational identity or the contributing factors to 
those identities had been included in the instrument used by Perry and Calvert (2020) and if the 
results would have been different. 
King (1993) conducted a study that focused on African Americans and her findings were 
worth noting here and give rise to further scholarship. The study extensively reviewed the 
background of the 41 participants who ranged in age from 22-41, had all graduated from a 
prestigious university, and aspired to continue their post-graduate work (King, 1993). Most had 
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come from lower to middle class families and many reported being the first college graduate in 
their families. Before I addressed the study itself, I found myself asking about the motivational 
factors at play here. If I stayed within my theoretical framework of Self-Determination and Self-
Efficacy Theory, the background information made sense. As a social constructivist, I believed 
what Creswell (2014) described as “focusing on the specific contexts in which people live and 
work in order to understand the historical and cultural settings of the participants” (p. 8).  
Creswell (2014) called this “reflexivity” (p. 186). King (1993) informed the reader that her 
participants were sharing common traits of using education to achieve greater status and to make 
changes in their world.  King (1993) surveyed her participants to inquire about their initial 
attraction to the field of teaching. Her findings were remarkably like those proffered earlier in 
this paper. King (1993) stated her participants chose teaching because of the following factors: 
1. Opportunity to work with young people (83%) 
2. Abilities were well-suited to teaching (78%) 
3. Belief that teaching contributed to the betterment of society (73%) 
4. Creative outlet (66%) 
5. Opportunity to with diverse populations (56%) 
6. Intellectual challenge (56%) 
7. Vacation time (56%) 
Once again, King’s (1993) findings suggested all intrinsic factors apart from vacation 
time. This was also the first study where the concept of autonomy was addressed. 50% of King’s 
participants stated this was a top priority for them and as I will explain in the next section, Deci 
and Ryan (1985) would agree. Interestingly, King (1993) wrote that her participants described 
the most discouraging factors to entering the teaching profession were colleagues and college 
peers. Following these, King (1993) goes on to list the usual litany of low salary, low prestige, 
difficult working conditions, and not being prepared for the classroom (p. 484-486). Thus far, 
teacher motivation was demonstrated to be organic in nature and came from a sense of self-
determination and self-efficacy that relied not on rewards or any extrinsic phenomenon but rather 
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from a sense of self-purpose, autonomy, and self-regulation-all of which are influenced by 
identity. 
There has been much discussion regarding factors affecting teacher motivation. I 
suggested there was clear evidence at this point that motivation for teachers stemmed from a 
dominant intrinsic drive and the fulfilment that comes from satisfying that drive. Börü (2018) 
wrote, “motivation leads people to act in order to reach their goals and to make efforts toward 
their aims” (p. 762). While that definition had value in a broad sense, it was much too vague for 
the purposes of vocational identity and motivation. Börü (2018) then did what many researchers 
have done when studying teacher motivation and that was to deploy every motivation theory that 
was even remotely applicable and bend it around the concept of teacher motivation. Buried in the 
study, however, were several salient points regarding motivation and their outcomes. Börü 
(2018) wrote “factors such as promotion possibilities, personal development, recognition, 
responsibility, and success are seen as internal rewarding factors that are effective in motivating 
individuals” (p. 763). While Börü (2018) was describing motivational factors, he was also 
(perhaps unknowingly) describing identity formation for both the self and within a group. These 
were indeed factors, but they differed tremendously in the approach from Sinclair (2008), King 
(1993), or Perryman and Calvert (2020). Börü (2018) viewed teacher motivation as being 
dependent on many external factors such as administration, environment, colleague interaction 
and the ability to ascend the educational leadership ladder. In the end, however, Börü (2018) did 
admit that “it can be thought that teachers give an importance to internal factors more than 
external factors except school environment” (p. 765). Börü (2018) had it right to some degree. 
Indeed, it seemed as though he did but what was not made clear that identity, specifically 
vocational identity, was formed from the very criteria that Börü (2018) described. Again, it 
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would be fascinating to know what effect, if any, the inclusion of vocational identity would have 
made on his study. 
Fernet, Chanal, and Guay (2017) conducted a seminal study that focused directly on the 
concepts of Self-Determination Theory as offered by Deci and Ryan (1985) and how those 
concepts of SDT apply to teacher motivation. Fernet et.al (2017) writes “SDT proposes two main 
categories of self-regulation that vary according to the degree of self-determination (volition and 
self-endorsement) and that lead to distinct emotional, cognitive, and behavioral outcomes” (p. 
146). Clearly, SDT precepts matched the prevailing understanding of teacher motivation. 
Intrinsic motivation brought the participant satisfaction when the task was completed, regardless 
of recognition or reward. Fernet et.al (2017) used his study to better understand the autonomous 
or regulated nature of the motivational forces at play. Moreover, Fernet et. al (2017) goes on to 
write “the more people engage in their jobs for autonomous reasons (intrinsic motivation and 
identified regulation), the greater their reported job satisfaction” (p. 147). Teachers and their 
vocational identities were motivated by intrinsic factors and those intrinsic factors, while 
enumerated in studies, are fertile ground for further scholarship. These intrinsic factors nor the 
actual creation of the vocational identities themselves have been fully researched and studied. 
This study approached the question of vocational identity with a clear understanding of how that 
vocational identity influenced the heavily studied motivational aspect of the classroom teacher. 
Identity Theory 
Identity Theory was formally introduced by Sheldon Stryker in 1968. Stryker is a 
professor of sociology and thus approaches the creation of identity from that lens. The 
emergence of Identity Theory was derived from family and marriage research and was first 
published in The Journal of Marriage and Family in November 1968. Ordinarily, this was not 
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significant, but it was interesting to note that a theory developed to explained familial dynamics 
was now being applied to a study exploring teacher identity. Stryker (1968) posited in his 
theoretical development that “the self must be conceptualized and constructed from diverse 
parts” (p. 559). Within the scope of these parts as described by Stryker (1968), there were 
familial, political, and occupational identities that must be understood as being incorporated into 
the concept of self. Stryker (1968) further stated “that the self must be viewed as an organized 
structure” (p. 559). There were two distinct elements of this conceptualized self. The first sense 
of self stemmed from what Stryker (1968) described as a hierarchy of salience. Essentially, the 
self makes choices about what is truly important to its survival and well-being and ranks all other 
responsibilities in a hierarchy that it finds manageable. For a teacher, this might manifest itself in 
the form of ethical dilemmas or administrative challenges. Teachers make hundreds of choices 
every day and each of those decisions carries a consequence. It was reasonable then to 
understand how the self would rank these decisions and act accordingly. Stryker (1968) did make 
a concession in that some of the challenges that face the concept of self are purely situational and 
do not carry a formalized structure. The second sense of self as posited by Stryker (1968) was 
“the self is, by definition, a set of responses of an organism to itself” (p. 560). This sense of self 
was manifested by the overuse of the first-person pronoun and the gratification of self through 
personal fulfillment. Stryker (1968) hypothesized that “man’s behavior is vitally affected by 
affect and by wants” (p. 562). If applied to the development of teacher identity, the application 
was clear. Identity was affected by outside forces and by desires and wants. Hogg et. al (1995) 
further suggested that, given the concept of identity salience, the dominant identity would control 
the narrative and prioritize the role most important to its success (or survival) given the situation. 
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Identity theory gave great credence to a person’s commitment to a specified role in their lives or 
profession.  
In education, one (outside forces) was often out of the control of the teacher while the 
other (desires and wants) was often a by-product of the profession. Another hypothesis made by 
Stryker (1968) was the notion that multiple identities were involved in any given network of 
commitment. These identities (not all in one individual) compete and those that were deemed 
valuable were established on the hierarchy of salience as being important. Again, in terms of 
teacher identity, teachers are assaulted daily with tasks and commitments that were previously 
unknown and unscheduled. How a teacher managed these new challenges most certainly played 
a part in the development of their teacher identity and by proxy, their efficacy. Stryker (1968) 
was the first theorist to give this concept a name, but he certainly was not the last. 
Social Identity Theory 
As stated earlier in this review of the literature, there are four prevalent theories that 
informed this study: Self-Determination Theory, Self-Efficacy Theory, Identity Theory and 
Social Identity Theory. Identity theory and Social Identity Theory are similar in many ways and 
it was the intent of this researcher to delineate the differences, however slight, as they were 
crucial to the understanding of how social identity theory was informing our understanding of 
teacher identity and self-efficacy. Hogg and Abrams (1988) wrote social identity is “both a 
perspective and an approach…of approaching social psychology” (p. 12). It was further posited 
by Hogg and Abrams (1988) that social identity was a relationship between sociocultural 
influences and individual forces and affected structures. The familiar phrase of symbolic 
interactionalism (noted earlier in the review) appeared in the literature as well and expressly 
related back to the concept of how the “self itself initially arises and is constantly modified 
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through life by interaction between individuals” (p. 15). Hogg and Abrams (1988) further wrote 
that Social Identity Theory “examines the group in the individual” (p. 15). Lastly, Hogg and 
Abrams (1988) wrote that “people derive their identity (their sense of self or self-concept) in 
great part from the social categories to which they belong” (p. 17). The application of this theory 
to the question of teacher identity was clear. Perhaps more than any profession, teaching was a 
part of a social hierarchy, a distinct group with clearly defined individuals yet with a collective 
purpose. At this juncture, a comparison of Identity Theory and Social Identity Theory was 
warranted as the differences lay in the nuanced language of the two theories. As a reminder, the 
question of how teachers created their vocational identities and then maintained those identities 
in the classroom setting was our focus. Viewed through the lens of these theories, it was 
becoming increasingly evident that these were questions of the teacher self and the teacher 
social structure. 
A Tale of Two Theories: A Critical Comparison of Identity Theory with Social Identity 
Theory did just this. Hogg et. al (1995), as the title suggests, elucidated the differences between 
the two theories and highlighted the many similarities. Hogg et al. (1995) made the assertation 
that identity theory and social identity differed in the “two perspectives on the social basis of the 
self-concept and on the nature of normative behavior” (p. 255).  Both theories saw the self as a 
combination of parts and decried those perspectives that saw the self as independent and both 
theories posited the concept of multiple identities that lived in distinct spaces (Hogg et. al 1995). 
It was at this point, however, that the two theories diverged into what Hogg et.al (1995) called 
“parallel but separate universes” (p. 255). What made them different? Language and meaning. 
Stryker (1968) had posited the concept of role identity in his 1968 study and Hogg et. al 
furthered the concept by stating that “role identities are self-conceptions, self-referent cognitions, 
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or self-definitions that people apply to themselves as a consequence of the structural role 
positions they occupy as a part of a particular social category” (p. 256). If I applied this construct 
to the notion of teacher identity, it made complete sense. Again, how do teachers see themselves 
and how does that vision affect their efficacy in the classroom and by proxy, their motivation?  
Where Identity Theory tended to focus on the concept of self, Social Identity Theory was 
“intended to be a social psychological theory of intergroup relations, group processes, and the 
social self” (Hogg et. al, p. 259). Having worked in the public-school system for 17 years, that 
description sounded remarkably like a faculty, department, and professional learning community 
(PLC). It was important to note here that Social Identity Theory had given rise to many other sub 
theories which bear further examination in future research. Social Identity Theory posited that 
the “group to which an individual most closely identifies and aligns with in terms of outside 
factors provides the framework of who one is in terms of a category or group” (Hogg et. al 1995, 
p. 259).  These outside factors included the topics listed earlier for further consideration: 
lifestyle, political, and personal/behavioral. Stets & Burke (2000) wrote that a redundancy of 
theory was inevitable with Identity and Social Identity Theory and suggested that at some point, 
these theories would inevitably merge into one. The case was made by defining three core areas 
where the theories shared commonalities. The first core area was “categories or groups for social 
identity theory, roles for identity theory, and the place of person identities and the second core 
was the “activation of identities and the salience as used in each of the theories” and the third 
area involved “depersonalization (social identity), self-verification (identity), self-esteem (social 
identity) and self-efficacy (identity)” (p. 224). It was striking how closely aligned these theories 
were and how they must compete for bandwidth in the psychosociological arena. It was through 
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these processes, either singularly or concert with others, that an identity was formed (Stets & 
Burke, 2000).  
Self-Efficacy Theory and Self-Determination Theory 
According to Flammer (2001), self-efficacy essentially dealt with one’s ability to produce 
desire results. If a person felt good about their work, they were generally successful and 
motivated and of course, the inverse was true for those who were unhappy and unsatisfied. Self-
efficacy was a measure of control of one’s environment and situation. Bandura (1997), arguably 
the father of Self-Efficacy Theory, wrote, “a number of contextual factors, including the social, 
situational, and temporal circumstances under which events occur, enter into such appraisals. For 
this reason, even success experiences do not necessarily “create strong generalized expectations 
of personal efficacy” (p. 200).  Educational motivation study found its genesis in the field of 
social science and educational psychology. The study of Drive Theory (an early iteration of 
motivation theory) was inadequate to address the “observed complexities of behavior” (Deci and 
Ryan 1985, p. 4). Intrinsic motivation, a newer iteration, seemed to be the solution as “intrinsic 
motivation was based on in the organismic needs to be competent and self-determining” (Deci 
and Ryan 1985, p. 5).  To be specific, the discovery of intrinsic motivation started with a little-
known primate study conducted in 1949 by Harry F. Harlow. In the study, Harlow initially sets 
out to explore the two drives that were widely understood at the time-extrinsic and behavioral. 
As it turns out, Harlow discovered a third drive that we now understand as intrinsic motivation 
(Pink 2009). In many ways, the modern study of intrinsic motivation was borne from that 
serendipitous discovery, but intrinsic motivation again did not account for the complexities of the 
human psyche as was evidenced by the rise of Self-Determination Theory (Edward Deci) and 
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later Social Cognitive Theory(Albert Bandura)-both of which formed the latest iterations of 
teacher motivation theory. 
To get to this latest iteration of motivational theory, Edward Deci picked up where 
Harlow left off as he was searching for a dissertation topic. In 1969, Deci started what was to 
become his opus-the study of intrinsic motivation and what environment intrinsic motivation 
needed to survive. In 1977, Richard Ryan joined Edward Deci and the now famous collaboration 
was born. Ryan brought a background of philosophy and psychoanalytic psychology which 
complemented Deci’s rather utilitarian mathematics acumen (Pink, 2014). It was important to 
note that Deci was not studying teacher motivation but rather motivation as it applied to 
psychology and the social sciences. When the collaboration of Deci and Ryan started, a seismic 
shift in their research occurred. In short, the focus of motivation research became broader (Deci, 
1995).  
To be clear, teacher motivation was a misnomer. There was motivational theory that had 
been applied to the field of education.  As delineated in this study, motivation was a 
manifestation of identity and how the self operated within the confines of one’s own schema and 
within a social hierarchy. With that in mind, motivational theory as it applies to education (not 
yet teacher focused) was not researched in any volume until recently (Morante and Pino-Juste, 
2016). Teacher Motivation: Bibliometric and Content Analysis is, as the title suggests, a meta-
analysis that developed a research profile to determine a current state of interest for a research 
topic (Morante and Pino-Juste, 2016). In the study, Morante and Pino-Juste, (2016) used a 
variety of metrics to conduct the analysis of the literature and developed three levels to identify 
pertinent studies: research area, specific descriptors, and explicit content (p. 27). From 1970-
2012, there were a total of 194 identifiable studies that matched the criteria. What was interesting 
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is that most of the research on teacher motivation (what motivates a teacher to teach) was done 
in 2011 with a total of 18 studies (Morante and Pino-Juste, 2016). Furthermore, 61% of the 194 
articles reviewed were published by authors working alone with collaboratively authored studies 
accounting for 31% (Morantes and Pino-Juste, 2016).  The most cited study for teacher 
motivation was Carbonneau et.al (2008) The Role of Passion for Teaching in Intrapersonal and 
Interpersonal Outcomes. Carbonneau et. al (2008) posited two different models for 
understanding passion: “harmonious and obsessive and closely connects two different processes 
by which teachers achieve their professional identity” (p. 978). Harmonious teaching was 
synonymous with autonomous (intrinsic) motivation while obsessive teaching followed the arc 
of extrinsic motivation as an individual’s self-worth and self-esteem was the subsequent praise of 
the activity, not in doing the activity (Carbonneau et.al 2008). Both harmonious and obsessive 
teaching are areas that could well bear further research. The concept of focusing on passion as an 
element of self-determination theory was intriguing and will lead to areas of discovery by future 
scholars. 
Deci and Ryan’s Self-Determination Theory (1985) leant itself to a well-understood 
theoretical framework that informed my research. Was it teacher motivation? I would submit 
teacher motivation was human motivation and the recognized experts in that field are Edward 
Deci and Richard Ryan. Equal to SDT is Self-Efficacy Theory developed by Albert Bandura 
(1986). Both SDT and SET were the frameworks and the final iterations of teacher motivation. 
Inclusive of each of these theories were factors regarding control, autonomy, authenticity, and 
self-regulation (Deci 1995). Deci and Ryan (1985) collaborated on what was to become the 
seminal text for the study of intrinsic motivation and Self-Determination Theory with their text, 
Intrinsic Motivation and Self-Motivation in Human Behavior. As stated earlier in this study, 
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humans have three distinct drives: extrinsic, behavioral, and intrinsic. In his study Deci (1995) 
approached motivation from a granular level in his text, Why We Do What We Do: 
Understanding Self-Motivation. Deci (1995) separated motivation into two distinct iterations: 
autonomous or controlled. Using this nomenclature as a framework, Deci went on to elucidate 
significant differences between the two behaviors and how those behaviors were manifested 
within the human psyche and the actions of an individual. It was appropriate to focus on one 
aspect of the human psyche and build a motivational picture from that perspective. The danger in 
that approach, of course, was the vast amount of the human experience that would be ignored 
under such an approach. 
As this study was underway, a new and malevolent virus was making its way around the 
world and into the very fabric of our societies. Like a thief in the night, the virus invaded silently, 
and it was only after entire nations started to fail did the threat become recognized. The world 
now found itself in a pandemic and society, as it existed, had been changed fundamentally. No 
one was immune and this applied to teachers and their identities as well. Bozkurt et. al (2020) 
approached the pandemic in a sweeping study that examines more than 15 Asian countries and 
their emergency responses to the crisis.  Bozkurt et.al (2020) wrote, “The deciding factor in the 
success of this online learning that was implemented rests firmly with both the learners and the 
teachers. The largely untaught skills of motivation and self-directedness and are essential if 
online learning is to succeed” (p. 46). It was apparent from this study that the expectations placed 
on both teachers and learners was directly affected by the pandemic. In short, the previous 
educational model that had been in place for decades was no longer viable. Remote or virtual 
learning was now the norm and neither teacher nor student was prepared.  Specifically, for 
teachers in South Africa, Bozkurt et.al (2020) wrote, “For many of the teachers working in these 
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schools, each day is simply a matter of survival, trying to instruct the children in environments 
that are not conducive to teaching or learning. They are hardly able to think ahead and develop 
new ideas for their practices” (p. 46). Clearly, if a teacher goes from a normal environment and 
routine to one of uncertainty and perceived ineffectiveness (a measure of self-efficacy), it was 
safe to assume their vocational identity bore the brunt of those feelings. Koerner (2020) wrote, 
“Regardless of whether the teacher is in a K-12 or university classroom, at home, in the 
community or perhaps in church, there must be an important connectedness, a relationship, 
between teacher and learner” (p. 172). So, what if that “connectedness” is lost?  
In my own practice during the pandemic, I had become increasingly frustrated and 
disillusioned with my efficacy as a classroom teacher. The pandemic forced teachers like me to 
literally transition over the course of a weekend from face to face teaching to teaching in an 
empty room to disembodied faces on a computer screen. Teachers thrived on the connectedness 
that Koerner (2020) wrote about and when that was removed, vocational identity was 
compromised. 
McNaughton and Billot (2016) wrote, “Technologies may disrupt academic ‘presence’, 
an element of identity teachers associates with an indispensable face-to-face relationship with 
students and a need for human contact” (p. 3). It was important to note this study was written in 
2016, some four years prior to the advent of COVID and the ensuing pandemic. The intrinsic 
need for interactivity between student and teacher and vocational identity cannot be denied. 
McNaughton and Billot (2016) continued their assertions when they wrote “Reduced 
interpersonal interaction, suspected technological determinism, and perceptions that students are 
more technologically powerful than teachers can create significant professional identity conflict 
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for higher education academics” (p. 3). The pandemic was forcing education and teacher 
preparatory programs to change as well. Quezada et.al (2020) wrote:  
“Who you are as a teacher does not emerge spontaneously. Rather professional identity 
develops through exposure to situations, experiences, spaces for reflection, and over 
time-through a process of ongoing negotiation- “identity” emerges. In light of current 
events, more than ever, as teacher educators, we need to understand how to prepare 
candidates to be more inclusive, aware of dimensions of power and privilege, less 
ethnocentric, and more socially just, culturally relevant, and networked teachers who are 
equipped for linguistically diverse classrooms” (p. 3).  
The pandemic had forced teachers and teacher candidates to examine their vocational 
identities and make changes that the educators were not prepared to make or were ill-equipped to 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 
Stuart sat in the teacher’s lounge slowly picking his way through another frozen lunch offering. 
He ate the same thing, every day, and had done so for years. It was, after all, a constant in a 
world that routinely did the absurd. He was in a reflective mood and was thinking about a 
conversation that had occurred yesterday while running with a colleague. They had been 
discussing the notion of teaching and why they continued in the field. It was difficult, the pay 
wasn’t great, and they agreed that their college advisors had tried to steer them clear of the 
vocation. Stuart knew that new teachers were especially vulnerable to the pressures of the job 
and if they did not figure out their vocational identity early, the system tended to devour them 
like a malevolent beast. That gave Stuart an idea and he quickly finished his lunch. There was a 
new teacher in the Math department. Stuart was curious as to why they became a teacher in the 
first place.  
Overarching Research Approach 
The study was conducted in the researcher’s district across three schools with five 
participating teachers. The participants were representative of the current system and shared their 
stories through semi-structured interviews and photo elicitation. These stories were then retold 
through a qualitative narrative in which I re-storified the participants’ experiences and stories 
about how teacher identities were created and maintained over the course of a career in the 
classroom. It was the expressed goal of this researcher to establish how a teacher created their 
vocational identity and what teachers did to maintain their identities in the classroom. Such 
knowledge would give rise to further research and perhaps lead to curriculum and instructional 
changes that would help future educators avoid the challenges that accompany a lack of 
vocational identity.  
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Stake (2010) suggested there were four distinct characteristics to a qualitative study:  
1. A qualitative study is interpretive in that the researcher “acknowledges the fact 
that findings and reports are researcher-subject interaction.” 
My study met these criteria in that I collected the stories of my participants and wove 
them into a narrative. My own experience and story of becoming an educator became part of this 
narrative and the interaction between researcher and participant became part of the overall 
findings. 
2. A qualitative study is experiential, empirical, and field-related. The study 
emphasizes observations, strives to be naturalistic, provides the reader with a 
vicarious experience and fully embraces the concept that reality is a human 
construct. 
My study saw me entering the world of the participants and observing them in their own 
natural context while not being obtrusive. It was my goal to keep the setting as natural as 
possible (although my mere presence was liable to influence some aspect of their craft). While I 
was in the classroom everyday as a classroom teacher, it was possible that future readers of this 
study were not, and this study must transport them to the spaces described and allow them to 
sense and become part of the narrative being described. 
3. A qualitative study is situational and oriented to a unique set of objects and 
activities. The study is holistic in its approach and its contexts are described in 
detail. 
A school is a microcosm of society. Using this model, my participants operated within 
specific orbits and as a researcher, it was my responsibility to consider their environments and 
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interactions with those environments in my study. These considerations provided future readers 
with a broader understanding of my study and its scope. 
4. A qualitative study is personalistic while acknowledging and embracing the 
concept that the researcher is often the main research instrument (p. 15). 
As a classroom teacher, my story of becoming a teacher and the stories of my participants 
was inextricably intertwined and woven into the greater narrative. My voice was evident in the 
writing and this element only added to the richness of the study. 
Context of Study 
Figure 2  
Context of Study 
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This qualitative narrative study was conducted within a large metropolitan school district. 
The system has over 111,700 students. The district has a remarkable diversity with 37.2% 
Caucasian, 30.3% Black, 22.4% Hispanic, 6.0% Asian, and 4.1% Other. The graduation rate is 
85.2% while the national average is 84% and the state is 81.6%. I included participants from 
Summit High School, Ascension Middle School, and Rising Mist Elementary School. These 
schools represented a solid cross section of the district and provided my study with a 
contextually rich narrative. The participants were K-12 teachers who taught all levels of 
curriculum as the more diverse the story, the more authentic the narrative was in the final report. 
These schools were in the same district cluster and fed up to the high school. From a logistical 
standpoint, choosing these schools developed a cultural continuity that might otherwise have 
been missing. My participants represented a cross-section of the educational spectrum. Young 
and old, new to the field and battle-hardened veterans who had spent decades in the classroom-
all represented some element of vocational identity that was unknown, under described, and 
more importantly, inadequately researched.  As such, I purposefully selected my participants and 
the sites in which the interviews took place. Creswell (2003) posited purposeful selection of 
participants or sites “best help the researcher understand the problem and the research question” 
(p. 185). With a qualitative narrative inquiry, readability was critical to its success as the reader 
would essentially relive the storified experiences of the participants.  
Participants 
My study consisted of five participants. The typical criteria according to Seidman (2019) 
for the number of participants in a study is sufficiency and saturation of information. The number 
was certainly enough for this qualitative narrative inquiry as the participants were chosen with 
considerable reflection on this researcher’s part and covered the full spectrum of the K-12 
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educational experience. Saturation of information refers to the notion that the researcher would 
essentially hear the same information repeatedly throughout the interview process hence learning 
nothing new (Seidman, 2019). With the selection of these participants, commonalities existed, 
and thematic elements emerged. Similarities provided avenues to be explored for further and 
more in-depth inquiry. Seidman (2019) wrote that maximum variation sampling to ensure the 
study is “fair to the larger population” and “allows the largest population of readers to connect 
with what they are reading” (p. 58).  Wengraf (2001) posited maximum variation sampling 
allowed the researcher to “identify important common patterns that cut across variations” (p. 
102).  In many ways, this approach resembled stratified purposeful sampling but falls short with 
the belief that teacher identity formation did not meet the criteria of subgroups but rather was 
transcendent to the teaching experience. For my K-5 teachers, I identified two teachers as 
potential participants from Rising Mist Elementary. Both teachers were female. One teacher 
taught kindergarten and had been in the classroom for 25+ years. The other female teacher taught 
second grade and was nearing retirement. I chose these participants because they provided a 
broad view of the PreK-5 experience. At Ascension Middle School, my participant was a female 
who had been teaching middle school for 30+ years. This school represented a higher SES than 
the other two schools and that was noted in the study. The middle school participants provided a 
much different view of vocational identity as the events of middle school are legendary and 
possibly influenced identity in a different way. Finally, for my high school participants, I chose a 
third-year female teacher and a special education teacher who had recently transitioned from the 
private sector into education. Summit High School’s faculty had been together with little attrition 
since its opening and it was interesting to ascertain if that factor had influenced vocational 
identity. 
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Data Collection Methods 
Seidman (2019) wrote, “at the heart of interviewing research is an interest in other 
individuals’ stories because they are of worth” (p. 9). The path to teaching is seldom the same for 
any two individuals. Such divergency implies that every journey reflects a unique story that 
ultimately placed that teacher in that context and those contexts were often the culmination of a 
story. Since the epic of Odysseus was told around a campfire, humans have learned and been 
invested in the art of storytelling. While time has passed and story has been relegated to social 
media platforms, the desire to hear them remained strong. Interviews, like story, give us insight 
and allow researchers to peer inside one’s lived experiences. 
Wengraf (2001) suggested two different models for interview. The first model was aptly 
named the Common-Sense Hypothetico-Inductivist Model. Wengraf (2001) wrote researchers 
“collect all the relevant facts and then examines them to see what theory emerges” (p. 2). This 
model did not apply to this study as the theoretical frameworks were clearly established. The 
second model suggested by Wengraf (2001) was that of the strangely named Anti-Common-
Sense Hypothetico-Deductivist Model. As one might surmise, this model was the opposite of the 
Inductivist Model.  Wengraf (2001) argued that in this model, there are no established facts and 
that researchers must start with prior theory. It was this prior theory that guided this study and the 
facts or concepts generated either supported or debunked a prior hypothesis. According to 
Wengraf (2001), it was crucial to note that at any given point, researchers would be “strategically 
inductivist and deductivist tactically” or vice-versa (p. 3).  Both models were entirely appropriate 
given the mercurial nature of interview.  
Research interviews were, by design, much different than other types of interviews. 
Wengraf (2001) suggested there were four characteristics to a research interview: 
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1. It is designed for improving knowledge 
2. The research interview is conversational with special features that must be 
understood prior to initiating the interview process itself. 
3. The research interview has to be planned and prepared for by both the interviewer 
and the interviewee. 
4. The research interview has to go into matters extensively and in depth (p. 3). 
When considering recognized conceptual frameworks for qualitative research interviews, 
there were three accepted models as suggested by Wengraf (2001): Foddy’s Symbolic-
Interactionalist Model of a Question-Answer Sequence (modified); Linell-Markova’s Three-Step 
Interactional Model; and the Anthropological-Historical Approach to Interview Interaction based 
on Charles Briggs’ work.  Obviously, these approaches had great value to qualitative researchers 
and have yielded valuable information. However, each framework did come with its own 
challenges. As with most research, there was no one size fits all. For the purposes of my 
qualitative narrative study, I operated within the Lindell-Markova Three-Step Interactional 
Model framework. 
The Lindell-Markova Three-Step Interactional Model utilizes the traditional question + 
answer sequence and then recognizes and embraces what is not said as the third step or non-
adjacent speech (Wengraf, 2001).  This framework was best suited for qualitative narrative 
studies because the stories of the participants were likely to be jumbled and not in chronological 
order. Lindell-Markova’s framework was a dialogic approach to interview and focused on the 
discourse as a series as “natural units of understanding” (p. 40). These units of understanding 
were the twists and turns of the participant’s story. Wengraf (2001) saw these units as degrees of 
initiatives and responses where each unit was pointing both at the present and the past thus 
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creating a rich, contextual answer. I used Wengraf’s (2001) SQUIN (Single Question aimed at 
Inducing Narrative)/BNIM (Biography-Narrative-Interpretive Method) techniques and 
Seidman’s (2019) Three Question Approach as my template for designing my initial question and 
my subsequent questions for the final two interviews. Wengraf (2001) suggested three sessions 
and at least two interviews while Seidman (2019) suggested asking three well-designed, directed 
questions.   
1. Session 1: One single initial question designed to elicit the entire narrative starting at the 
beginning of service as a teacher. This also served as my TQ (theory question). 
2. Session 2: Clarification about topics raised during the initial interview and any details 
overlooked or expressed that need further elucidation. 
3. Session 3: Reflection on the meaning of the lived experience and identity. 
As noted, this methodology represented a hybridization of the two recognized methodologies 
posed by Seidman (2019) and Wengraf (2001).  Once the IRB approved the study, I emailed each 
teacher and established a time to initially meet and discuss the study, its scope, any potential 
issues they may see, and complete all paperwork required by the IRB and my committee. This 
meeting was also designed to build rapport and established a level of trust needed in a study such 
as this. 
Once I established a dialogue with all participants, I visited each teacher at their school or 
if they preferred, a neutral site where I started the interview process. At this stage, I explained my 
interview protocol, established the norms and expectations of both the participants and 
researcher, and answered any lingering questions about the confidentiality and security of the 
study.  As a researcher conducting a qualitative narrative inquiry, it was important for the 
discussion and conversation to evolve organically and not be limited by any time constraints. In 
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subsequent interviews, the time became limited or defined but in the beginning stages of my 
study, the more conversation taking place, the more rapport was built, and trust established. The 
nature of the first interview consisted of a SQUIN defined later in the Interview Protocol section. 
The interview was scheduled for 90 minutes, although it may have gone longer. There were two 
more interviews, each lasting approximately 90 minutes and consist of BNIM Questions (defined 
in the Interview Protocol section).  The last element of the interview process was photo-
elicitation. Nelson (2019) writes, “Photo-elicitation is a viable methodological tool for 
interpersonal communication research. While photo-elicitation is increasingly being integrated as 
a research tool in the field of sociology and is gaining momentum in the disciplines of 
anthropology, psychology, education, and organizational studies” (p. 2).  Photo-elicitation is the 
use of images to generate a conversation or discourse (Glaw, 2017). The most notable difference 
between conventional interviews and photo-elicitation is the type of response generated by the 
medium. Glaw et. al (2017) writes photo-elicitation “evokes feelings, memories, and 
information” (p. 2). Photographs allowed the participants to narrate the essential part of the story 
and while the narration was happening, the researcher could observe and monitor the emotional 
and physical responses of the participant in relation to the photographs. This process yielded 
deeper, more emotional connections usually inaccessible in conventional interview processes. 
Bates et.al (2017) wrote, “Specifically, this is brought about by participants being able to control 
their participation by actively selecting relevant photos, pictures they feel represent the 
phenomenon of interest and thus lead the direction and content of the interview. Photo-elicitation 
provided a model of collaboration in research where the participants interpret their photos and 
meanings for the researcher” (p. 5). 
 Data Analysis Strategies 
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My study yielded copious amounts of data and notes from the interview transcripts, my 
notes and field journals, and the photo collages (artifacts). It was important to manage this data 
with a safe, secure, and ethical process that ensured the security to the data itself and the 
anonymity of the study participants. There was a myriad of coding methods in qualitative 
research and like many procedures in research, some were more applicable than others. As with 
interview frameworks, no one size fits all exist for how to code the data gleaned from interviews 
because the data was as unique as a person’s fingerprint. As such, great care was exercised when 
selecting a coding methodology for my study. 
In the most basic terms, the purpose of this study was to gain insight into the creation of 
teacher identity and how that teacher identity influenced a teacher’s motivation in the classroom. 
I needed to see behind the curtain and understand the complex mix of emotion, experience, and 
the journey that has led each participant to the classroom. To achieve this, I used five widely 
accepted qualitative coding methods that afforded the most complete analysis of the data I 
collected (Saldana, 2016). These five methods did not compete in their efficacy but rather 
complemented each other in the data sets they provided.  
To initiate my data analysis, I used Initial (Open) Coding as described by Saldana (2016) 
which allowed for the data to be macro-analyzed and sorted into more manageable categories. 
Because I anticipated a large quantity of field notes, transcribed interviews, artifacts, and other 
ancillary materials, Initial (Open) Coding was the most efficacious method to manage the 
material by coarsely defining the data into either categories or properties (Saldana, 2016). After 
reading through my material several times to gain perspective, I assigned tentative labels that 
helped to define the data sets making the data more manageable in its raw form. I also created an 
initial working summary of the data sets to further my understanding. I accomplished this using 
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the traditional method of pen and paper and establishing a text-self connection. By doing this, I 
gained a deeper appreciation of my participants’ lives and words. After completing my first two 
cycles of Open Coding, I began the second cycle of Axial Coding.  
Second Cycle (Axial) Coding, according to Saldana (2016), is to “develop a sense of 
categorical, thematic, conceptual, and/or theatrical organization from your first cycle codes” (p. 
234). For my study, I used Axial Coding. Saldana (2016) posited “Axial Coding’s purpose is to 
determine which codes within the research are the dominant ones and which are the less 
important ones and to reorganize the data sets” (p. 244). There are two elements to Axial Coding: 
categories and properties. Saldana (2016) described the axis of a data set as a central category 
with subcategories linked through the relationship they share. Properties, as Saldana (2016) 
posited, are the “contexts, conditions, interactions, and consequences of a process” (p. 244). 
Within the Axial Coding process, there are three coding methods that will effectively separate the 
data into appropriate data sets: Values Coding, Dramaturgical Coding, and Emotion Coding. 
Values Coding, according to Saldana (2016), required “the application of codes to qualitative 
data that reflect a participant’s values, attitudes, and beliefs, representing his or her perspectives 
or worldviews” (p. 131). Understanding my participant’s values, attitudes, and beliefs as well as 
their motivations and worldview gave me a greater insight into how their teacher identity was 
created and how that identity was affected by outside influences. Values Coding allowed me to 
further corroborate the trustworthiness of the study as I compared my participant’s spoken words 
to observed actions. Saldana (2016) posited “that a participant states are his or her values, 
attitudes, and beliefs may not always be truthful or harmonize with his or her observed actions or 
interactions” (p. 132).  Dramaturgical Coding, according to Saldana (2016), “approaches 
naturalistic observations and interview narratives as social drama in its broadest sense” (p. 145). 
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This coding method used the language of the theater to describe the data in the qualitative 
narrative. Saldana (2016) further wrote Dramaturgical Coding “provides a deep understanding of 
how humans in social action, reaction, and interaction interpret and manage conflict” (p. 146). 
Teacher identity was manifested through the theoretical framework of identity theory (self) and 
social identity theory (group or category to which an individual assign themselves to) and as 
such, Dramaturgical Coding enhanced my ability to gain a greater understanding of this 
placement. The final method within Axial Coding is Emotion Coding. Emotion Coding was a 
sub-method of Affective Coding which Saldana (2016) wrote seeks to “investigate subjective 
qualities of the human experience by directly acknowledging and naming those experiences” (p. 
124). Emotion Coding therefore provided a methodology in which the spectrum of human 
emotion can be articulated and classified within either categories or properties. This method was 
particularly useful when coding the nuance of a participant’s reaction or non-reaction to photos 
or other artifacts, emotional states demonstrated during the SQUIN/BNIM process itself and 
during the reflection interview. 
The final method for coding was Selective Coding. Selective Coding or Theoretical 
Coding develops the central or core theme of a study and then pulls from the other coding 
categories and properties to support and complete this framework. Selective Coding ensures that 
“all categories and concepts now become systematically integrated around the central/core 
category” (Saldana, 2016 p. 250). This coding method provided a framework in which the 
narrative of how a teacher created his or her identity and how that identity influenced their 
motivation in the classroom. Atlas coding software (Atlas.ti. 2019) was utilized to provide a 
graphical representation of the transcribed interviews that had been coded and separated 
according to predetermined categories.  Once coding was completed and aggregate themes were 
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identified, a qualitative narrative was designed and written that told the stories of the five 
participants and the creation of their vocational identities and factors that affected those 
identities. 
Strategies to Ensure Trustworthiness 
My reputation as a researcher and the value of the work will certainly be scrutinized by 
future scholars and academics. Simply stated, the work must be trusted, and the results deemed 
trusted as accurate. In the end, the question became, “does this study measure/assess/describe 
whatever it was supposed to do?” While that may seem simplistic on its face, it does address a 
broader concern. Qualitative validity (trustworthiness) means that the researcher checked for 
accuracy of the findings by employing multiple procedures (Creswell, 2014). Trustworthiness is 
one of the strengths of qualitative research and is based on determining whether the findings are 
accurate from the standpoint of the researcher, the participant, or the readers of an account 
(Creswell, 2014). Creswell (2014) suggested eight different strategies to address the concept of 
credibility and internal validity(trustworthiness). These strategies are enumerated below: 
1. Triangulate different data sources of information by examining evidence from the 
sources and using it to build a coherent justification for themes. Triangulation was a 
way for me to compare multiple sources and look for thematic strands. The strategy 
allowed me to build thematic strands that I used to further develop my interview 
protocols, adjust elements of my study, and ensured that I was staying true to the 
purpose of my study. By comparing these elements and participants’ stories, I felt it is 
another measure to ensure the trustworthiness of my study. 
2. Use member checking to determine the accuracy and to determine the accuracy of 
the qualitative findings through taking the final report or specific descriptions or 
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themes back to participants and determining whether these participants feel they are 
accurate. It was important to note that the researcher did not take back raw data but 
rather a semi-polished, polished, or major findings.  
3. Use a rich, thick description to convey the findings. This description may transport 
readers to the setting and give the discussion an element of shared experiences. This 
was my goal. The better the storifying of the participants’ experiences was crafted, the 
more interesting and readable the study would be.  
4. Clarify the bias the researcher brings to the study. This self-reflection created an 
open and honest narrative that resonated well with readers. As I stated earlier in this 
proposal, I could not help but to bring bias to my study. The strength in bias is 
acknowledgement and using those biases to help understand the nuances of the 
participants, myself as a researcher, and how those nuances formed the greater 
narrative. 
5. Present negative or discrepant information that runs counter to the themes. 
Again, this strategy mimicked real life instances where it was rare to have a 
consensus but by including different perspectives, the researcher gained a level of 
trustworthiness. 
6. Spend a prolonged time in the field. As a qualitative researcher, it was important 
that I acknowledged that I was part of the narrative. In addition to this understanding 
of self-involvement, spending prolonged time in the field fostered a deeper 
understanding of the participants and their lives thus promoting a stronger sense of 
credibility to the study. I like people and I like their stories. Spending the time in the 
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field brought both a positive aspect to my study but also a detriment because at some 
point, enough was enough. 
7. Use peer debriefing to enhance the accuracy of the account. This strategy-
involving an interpretation beyond the researcher and invested in another person-adds 
trustworthiness to an account. This proved to be especially important with a narrative 
study since disconnects within the linear progression would be glaringly obvious. 
8. Use an external auditor to review the entire project. This strategy is similar to a 
fiscal audit. An outsider will often see discrepancies that may not be evident to the 
researcher due to the proximity and investment of time (p. 201-202). 
This narrative study was focused on five participants and their stories are unique and may not be 
applicable in other settings. Stake (2010) describe this as generalization giving way to 
particularization. Qualitative studies might be applicable to other qualitative studies, but it must 
be recognized that the application would be different because the context is different. Melrose 
(2009) described the process of naturalistic generalization as “a process where readers gain 
insight by reflecting on the details and descriptions presented in case studies” (p. 1). The term 
case studies are used synonymously with stories or as Melrose (2009) described “personal 
contexts” (p. 1). Naturalistic generalizations allow the reader to live vicariously through the 
experiences of the participants and if those experiences are well-constructed, they develop a 
strong connection to the subjects (participants) allowing them to feel the experience as well 
(Melrose, 2009). The trustworthiness of a study is paramount. In short, if the study is not 
believable or reeks of being thrown together, it will not garner academic respect and will be lost 
in the annals of academia. Creswell (2014) suggested three strategies to promote and bolster a 
study’s reliability. The first strategy is to provide a detailed account of the focus of the study, the 
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researcher’s role, the informant’s position, and basis of selection, and the context from which the 
data will be gathered. The second strategy, enumerated above, is to provide a triangulation or 
employment of overlapping methods of data collection and analysis. By using an in-depth 
methodological description, I strengthened the trustworthiness of my study. The third strategy is 
to show how the data collection and analysis will be reported in detail to provide a complete and 
accurate picture of the methods used in the study. Believability is based on coherence, insight, 
and mental unity. Trustworthiness is garnered using overlapping methods designed to elicit the 
stories and experiences from the participants. Stake (2010) wrote, “the primary reason for mixing 
the methods [interviews, observations] is to, of course, improve the quality of the evidence. 
Evidence that has been triangulated is more credible” (p. 125). Stake (2010) addressed the 
conundrum of confirmability by writing, “complete confirmation is not possible, but views are 
partly agreed upon, partly not” (p. 125). All views were considered and what is agreed or not 
agreed upon bore closer scrutiny.  
Ethical Considerations 
The ethics of research and the reporting of findings could be a dissertation itself. The 
study began with an application to the IRB in which I presented signed informed consent forms, 
necessary permissions, and demonstrated that I had chosen a site without a vested interest and 
negotiated any authorship issues prior to starting the study (Creswell, 2014). As the study began, 
I ensured no group was becoming marginalized by conducting interviews. I made sure I did not 
pressure my participants to sign release forms and I made sure I was respecting all cultures, 
charters, and norms from the community that I was researching (Creswell, 2014). While 
collecting the data, I was sure to respect the site and not influence or disrupt in any way its 
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normal function. I closely guarded the data collected and that no harmful data was collected. I 
respected potential power imbalances (admin versus classroom teacher) and I was certain all 
participants gain the same benefits from the study. Above all, I respected the privacy and dignity 
of the participants and avoided disclosing only the positive data when there is negative data to 
report as well. Academic integrity and trustworthiness was maintained throughout as well as 
accurate records and availability of data to outside parties when appropriate and approved by 
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS 
Stuart turned the lights on in his home office and paused at the door. His computer sat on his 
desk, amid scattered papers, random paper clips, and 1 stained coffee cup associated with being 
a teacher. It was the third month of teaching students in a virtual environment. Stuart felt like his 
world was imploding. He missed his students, the smell of his classroom (who knew he would 
miss that?), the interaction with his colleagues, and the list went on. Stuart knew this teaching 
model was unsustainable and he also knew that it was impacting who he was as a teacher in 
ways he did not understand. He thought about his conversations with the new teacher just before 
school was moved to a virtual status. The new teacher was just starting to understand what it 
meant to be a teacher and what it would take to maintain her identity in the classroom when the 
pandemic disrupted the entire world. Stuart sat down at his desk and opened his computer. He 
had been doing some research and now understood how a vocational identity was formed and 
what it took to maintain it. Stuart had an idea. He quickly opened his email and typed the 
teacher’s name into the address bar. He would share what he knew and maybe, just maybe help 
another teacher to continue the fight. 
Introduction 
 In Chapter Four, graphical analysis is presented for each participant, code groups and 
codes are shown and explained, and the stories of the five participants are presented. At the end 
of each narrative, I have included a photo elicitation element where each participant was asked to 
share their identity through photographs. During the final interview, the participants shared the 
meaning for each photo and its relevance to their vocational identity.  
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Use of Atlas. ti (V9) and Data Overview 
Five participants, 13 interviews, 90 documents, 117 codes, and 574 quotations derived 
from four rounds of coding equaled a staggering amount of data. In the section, Triangulation of 
Data, more specific information will be provided describing the high degree of triangulation 
achieved in this study. Figure 3 presents a network view that summarizes the complexity and 
density of the analysis conducted. The inner circle of the radial network includes the five 
participants in the study. The following circle presents the 117 codes that emerged out of the 
open coding process followed (see Appendix III: Data Analysis Figures). They are color coded in 
accordance with the eight themes (groups of codes) in which the open codes were grouped 
during the axial coding phase. 
Table 1  
 
Code groups and colors assigned 
 
Code Groups Used within Atlas. ti Colors Used to Identify Codes 
Contextual Factors Royal Blue 
COVID-19 and the Pandemic Red 
Formation Green 
Identity Orange 
Life Domain Factors Gray 
Personal/Behavioral Factors Pink 
Needs Brown 
Political and Educational Factors Blue 
 
Figure 3 presents a visual of the density of the analysis. The clustering of arrows show that 
multiple quotations were coded out of the interviews of each of the participants. In the end, the 
blue lines are showing that the weight of the evidence extracted from each of the participants are 
well-balanced. All participants but Molly show a similar number of blue lines. The outside circle 
of the network shows the 574 quotations, or pieces of text, that were coded in the interviews (see 
Appendix IV: Atlas. ti Report including all quotations by code).   
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Figure 3 
Atlas. ti (V9) Network view showing the density of the analysis conducted 
 
It is important to gain a sense of understanding for the complexity of vocational identity. 
Moreover, data is not trustworthy without a high degree of triangulation. The previous network 
view distills the data into a more readable and understandable format.  
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In Figure 4, the five participants are depicted in the center. The code groups are shown as 
well in the upper left quadrant. Finally, the actual codes are displayed in the outermost circle and 
are grouped by color as they were in Atlas ti. (V.9).  
Figure 4 
Atlas.ti (V9) Network view showing the balance of the contributions extracted from each 
participant 
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Density of data is paramount in a qualitative study. This study involved five participants, 
13 interviews, 90 documents, and many hours of examining and re-examining the transcripts and 
later, photographs from those participants. Great care was taken to allow the participants to share 
their stories of vocational identity and how that journey has shaped them into the teacher they are 
today.  
Figure 5 depicts the complex nature of a teacher’s identity. As is the case with visual 
representations of vocational identity across the globe, it cannot be understood without further 
exploration and inquiry. However, if one takes the time and shows patience, much can be learned 
from this seemingly impenetrable mass of lines and text boxes. In the next section, this study will 
unwind Figure 5 and share the vocational identity journeys of Becca, Molly, Stella, Chloe, and 
Annie. All names, locations, and other identifying elements have been changed to protect the 
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Figure 5 
Atlas. ti (V9) Network view showing all connections among participants, documents, codes, 
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Figure 6    
Figure 6 provides a broad overview of Becca’s 2nd interview. Eight code groups form the outer 
ring. The inner ring are relevant quotes identified during the coding process. The codes with 
more arriving black arrows are more relevant in the 2nd interview. 
Atlas. ti (V9) Overall network view of Becca 
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Figure 7  
Figure 7 represents the analysis of Becca’s three interviews (three circles in the lower side of the 
network view). Each interview is depicted in the center surrounded by relevant quotations from 
that interview. The black lines emanating from each quotation are connected to the relevant 
group codes and codes in the larger circle. It is clear from the number of black arrows arriving at 
the code groups of Identity, Contextual and Formation that Becca’s vocational identity is derived 
from these elements. 
Atlas. ti (V9)  Overall network view with quotations for Becca 
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Becca’s Story 
The room was softly lit from the waning winter sun on the afternoon day when I met with 
Becca, my first participant. Desks were stacked in the corner and still others were spaced far 
apart. Few items were on the wall and the floor was bare. The room was not warm, but it was not 
cold either. It just seemed comfortable. Things were different this year. We were 10 months into a 
worldwide pandemic, classes were being taught virtually, and teachers were being pushed to 
their limit. As I set up my recorder and camera, I studied Becca from the corner of my eye. Blond 
hair, a quick smile, and an infectious laugh made Becca very popular with her students. Her 
peers respected her and her rapport with students. She was tired and a bit overwhelmed. Her desk 
was covered with paper, folders, and cords. An enormous coffee tumbler occupied a corner and a 
monitor flickered on the other. We greeted each other and as I started reading my script, 
cheerleaders started practicing down the hall. We both laughed and decided that it would add to 
the experience. And so, the interview began… 
Becca is a third-year teacher in a medium-size high school in the southeastern United 
States. She had grown up in a small town about 2 hours away in a family that was fractured and 
on the wrong side of comfortable.  As a child, her mother had shown little interest in her and this 
neglect had manifested itself in being intellectually compromised. Becca said, “And there were 
times where she would come and get me when she was supposed to and when she wouldn't come 
and get me and she supposed to. There were times and she would come and get me and then not 
bring me back when I was supposed to bring you brought back. So I had a kind of an unstable 
situation going there. Her family was pretty poor. From what I'm told I was put around a lot of 
things I shouldn't have been put around. I think I was put in a lot of unsafe situations that I am 
lucky I was not hurt in and so not having the attention that I needed from my biological mother 
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translated in a lot of areas to where I just like didn't care to learn how to read. I didn't care to 
learn how to space on my words. Those are the things I can like remember, I had a hard time 
with I just didn't care to do those things, I guess, because my hierarchical needs were not met. 
Based on a parental love basis.” As is often the case, a teacher came to the rescue. After being 
held back in second grade, Becca started to catch up and become a stronger student. Things were 
still rough at home but as she got older, Becca learned to cope with the hardships that a 
dysfunctional family can bring at times. “But I will say it was my first-grade teacher, the first 
time I took first grade, because I got held back when I was a kid. When I was a kid, I had a lot of 
things going on at home that now as an educator, I can see why it impacted my schooling. But 
what was going on at home impacted me so much that I didn't learn things that I needed to at the 
right milestone.” 
Personal/Behavioral Factors 
By the time Becca entered high school, she had caught up to her peers and was destined 
to attend a university. Becca related an incident in high school that ostensibly was not important 
but in retrospect was a turning point in her life. While taking an AP class, Becca had not done 
the reading assignment. Rather than punishing Becca for her procrastination, the teacher held 
firm and Becca read the text and did the work. “And I took her AP lit class, and I tried to get out 
of it. I tried really hard to get out of it. Um, because I didn't do some reading. And I yeah, I was 
like, Oh, I should get out of it. Which is so funny now, because we're teachers were like, Oh, it's 
not how it works. So, I read the Poisonwood Bible in three days, but it's fine. Um, but I 
remember her telling us in class that she did her something big paper. I don't remember what it 
was something in her higher ed on the Oxford comma. And I remember I like looked at her 
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straight in the face. And I was like, I would never major in English. Why would you ever do 
that?” 
Becca graduated and started attending a regional university, not as an education major but 
as an accounting major. By her own admission, Becca is not sure where this idea came from. It 
did not last long, and Becca found herself in the career counselor’s office trying to get her 
academic life back together. Something in Becca’s consciousness stirred and she told the 
counselor she was interested in an education degree. She had always loved English teachers and 
felt really connected to them. “I always had teachers that I would say I strive to be somewhat 
like, so the teachers, I joked with the most English teachers, and I had one social studies teacher 
that I was, I would guess I was close with.” She enjoyed working with the youth at her church, 
so it seemed like a perfect match. The counselor did his best to dissuade her, but Becca was 
heeding the call by now and she committed herself to the program. There was evidence in 
Becca’s words that she had started the formation of a vocational identity long before she walked 
through the door of the career counselor. “I wanted to be a teacher when I was like, really little, 
but I feel like all girls at some point, I want to be a teacher.” As Becca and I continued our 
conversation, it became clear that Becca’s decision to pursue education as a vocation was far 
more than just a bad day in the accounting lab. “I was always a good student. I never really had 
a problem getting along with my teachers.” At this point, we paused for a moment and I looked 
through my notes. Early on, Becca had a positive interaction with a teacher. Later, when support 
was needed, another teacher intervened. In high school where things had gone sideways for a 
moment, a teacher was there. These interactions were serving to reinforce what had been present 
since an early age. Becca had said that she thought all little girls wanted to be a teacher at some 
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point. That statement certainly speaks to the influence teachers have on the minds and future of 
children.  
Contextual Factors 
Becca started her student-teaching, and it is during this experience that Becca really 
believes she started forming her identity as a teacher. “The first placement I ever did was Acme 
High School, I don't remember being particularly connected at Acme, but I didn't get to do 
anything. I was bored. It was like a little observation like I just sat there for 15 hours. And then I 
went to the middle school. That was fine. I guess the teacher I was paired with those days was on 
the way out, so she wasn't very helpful. And then I went to Everest High and loved it there.” 
Becca initially experienced an educational setting where she was not connected to the building or 
the students. This sense of connectedness was echoed throughout this study. Becca experienced 
another instance of being disconnected from the educational setting when she went to the middle 
school. But, when Becca entered her student-teaching at Everest High School, her sense of 
connectedness and involvement skyrocketed or in Becca’s words, “I loved it there.” I asked 
Becca if this was the beginning of her vocational identity…her teacher self. Becca paused for a 
moment and a contemplative look came over her face. Becca said, “The context in which I think 
my identity was developed for teaching, I think came out of student-teaching.” Becca had not 
thought of her vocational identity in this way and she was surprised. I wanted to stay with the 
contextual factors that influenced her vocational identity when Becca said, “And I think that that 
raw, like openness, like I don't have it together, just kind of built into my identity as a teacher, 
especially going from student teaching in the first year. I'm still not going to, and no one expects 
me to.” This took me by surprise as Becca was now starting to think about how she had become 
the teacher she is today. It turns out that for Becca, context is the most essential element to the 
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formation of her vocational identity. I asked Becca if she thought authenticity was an element of 
her vocational identity. Again, the smile and then Becca stated her construct of authenticity, “So 
connections with the kids, that's what I want to do. And I think does come hand in hand with the 
personal connections, and the kind of laid-back way that I am in class, because they're 
teenagers. And they get mad about dumb things.” Being laid-back is one measure of Becca’s 
understanding of authenticity. Becca was not finished, and it was clear this was important to her. 
She was animated, leaning forward in her chair, and the smile was replaced by the type of look 
one has when trying to convey an important truth. Becca said, “Right now, I would say I'm still 
actively learning daily, mostly just how to manage all of the things that are put into your hands 
as an educator. I don't think that's something that college can prepare you for. I think that's just 
something that you have to deal with. I think that could be valid in any vocation, though. So I 
don't think that's specifically pertinent to teaching but I think that's one thing I'm still trying to 
figure out.” That statement stopped me for a moment. I fidgeted a bit with my notes because, 
frankly, I was caught in the moment. I reflected on how rare it is for a teacher to recognize this 
truth within themselves. Becca went on, “But we can't fix the brokenness, but we can certainly 
let them know that they're not alone. In being broken…” The brokenness that Becca spoke of was 
another element that has manifested itself within this study. Clearly, these contextual factors 
were the genesis of Becca’s vocational identity and its influence on her pedagogy. Without 
prompting, Becca continue to speak, “But that's the goal is to build connections with students, 
make them build connections with others and accidentally teach along the way, I guess I would 
see myself as a teacher that wants to know her students. I think I'm okay with being open about 
my learning experiences with my students, because I found that I gained more respect from them 
when I make mistakes in front of them and just admit to them. And I think kids need to see that. 
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adults don't know at all. It's about what you do when you don't, I guess.” I told Becca I had two 
more questions that I needed to explore. Becca paused and leaned back in her chair. In the hall, 
the cheerleaders were still going strong. Somewhere, a coach’s whistle sounded, and I thought I 
heard the custodian rattle the door handle to Becca’s classroom. Becca said, “And so I just tried 
to be aware that if it happens, and when it happens, I can't fake it. Because they'll see through it. 
And I think it's okay. I just think it's okay for them to see. I think it just leaves the space open to 
establish realness of the person, and that opens the door for connection. I think it helps them to 
see someone that's bigger than them make the mess ups and I think AP and advanced, they don't 
need to see down in here, they just want to learn the material. And they don't want you to mess 
up when you give it to them. I'm worried that people don't take it for authenticity, and they take it 
for unpreparedness.” I asked Becca if she had anything else to add to the idea of context. Again, 
the pause. The smile. And then Becca said, “So connections with the kids, that's what I want to 
do.” Well said. 
Life Domain Factors 
I turned the page in my notebook and tried to refocus my thoughts. Becca took a long 
drink from her enormous coffee cup and I hid a smile. At that moment, she looked much closer 
to a college student than a third-year teacher. I started this section of the interview by reminding 
Becca what life domain factors were and reminded her that she could illustrate this element as 
she chose to see it. The room was silent for a moment and Becca looked around. I followed her 
gaze. Desks were stacked, very little on the walls, two lamps glowed in the shadows. Outside, in 
the real world, the pandemic raged on. COVID-19 was ravaging the United States and schools 
were struggling to stay open after being shuttered for the last eight months. Becca’s school had 
been virtual since August and had only recently adopted a hybrid teaching model where students 
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could choose to learn virtually or be part of face-to-face class. Becca hated it. It was apparent 
that the pandemic and teaching in a virtual environment were going to be the theme of this 
conversation. Becca said, “In planning, I am trying to find my desk again, because no matter how 
many times I clean it off, if something happens, I don't even sit at my desk really during class. So 
that's planning, but when I'm teaching, I'm a little more tied to my desk now, obviously, because 
of that, I have to be in the line of vision for my kids online. But typically, even now, even though 
it's probably not safe, I'm a roamer, and I try to make a point to talk to every single kid during 
class at some point and in reality, I don't want to only talk to them for one minute. And so I think 
there are big class sizes are kind of starting to impact me there because I don't feel like I have 
enough time to do that which is why digital was so hard.” I listened to Becca’s thoughts and 
knew that she was addressing the sense of loss that her identity was feeling with the lack of 
connection between herself and students. The pandemic had taken that aspect of her classroom 
teaching from her and like many educators, she was affected deeply. Becca said, “One positive 
from this, as it did show me that truly like the connection is the most important Because there are 
kids who are in our online classes that should have been online all along. Honestly, they should 
have been able to work when they wanted to and do the work when they want to they they they're 
disciplined enough. But there are kids who are not, and they never should have been given the 
option. Yeah, COVID shattered, everything shattered. Okay. I think personally, and I think 
professionally, it messed everything up to the point where it's hard to see far in advance without 
getting very stressed out. I think professionally and personally are kind of intertwined in the 
statement, but, you know, making connections with students are so important. And I think 
COVID has ruined the comfort I used to find in my classroom.” I asked Becca to be specific 
about what she meant. Becca started gesturing and grew more animated with every jabbed finger, 
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every glaring look, or dismissive wave, “I don't like the way my room is set up. I don't like where 
my desk is. I don't like that. I can't put stuff out for them. I don't like that we can't do art, from 
like, not art projects, but like we can't do creative assignments because they can't share markers. 
So I can't put their work up. I can't make it feel like their room too. We can't. I don't like that we 
can't move around. I can't do groups and your stations. It just ruined all the things that made 
teaching fun.” I could hear the angst in Becca’s voice and in her face. The circumstances were 
not ideal for any educator but particularly for an educator like Becca, the pandemic was exacting 
a cost that was difficult to quantify. I wanted to shift the conversation away from the pandemic 
while still honoring Becca’s feelings. I asked about her department and how she felt her identity 
fit in with the other teachers. Becca looked confused for a moment. I don’t think Becca had 
considered her department in this light. Slowly as if piecing together her thought, Becca said, “I 
wouldn't say we were ever really a positive department. We're a funny department. cynical 
department, a realistic one. I'm a real authentic one, I would say. Um, this year, though, we are 
a very divided like, distant department. Distance is starving.” There was that word again, 
authentic. Clearly, authenticity was an element of Becca’s vocational identity. Our time together 
was ending, and I had one more question. I drew a deep breath, looked into Becca’s eyes, and 
asked about political and educational factors that might influence her identity. 
Political and Educational Factors 
Becca didn’t blink. Given this was 2020 and we were in the throes of a pandemic, civil 
unrest, a bitterly contested presidential election, and school closings, this was a loaded question. 
I pointed out that I was not asking about political ideologies or her GPA. I outlined what these 
factors might look like but if she saw them differently, her vision was certainly the more relevant 
one. Becca thought for a moment and said, “Whether it's our principal, or the people above, or 
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whoever is telling them what to do, not necessarily naming names, but it takes it slowly 
minimizes the percentage of my job that I enjoy. And that is difficult, because it makes you daily 
question, if what you're doing is what you want to do for the rest of your life. And yet, I feel the 
need to bow down to someone that has more experience in the area. Okay. I think it is it is 
partially this person is intimidating and the thought of being charged is intimidating.” As I 
listened to this, it reminded me of something Becca had said earlier in the interview. I flipped 
back through my notes and asked Becca about this idea of vulnerability. Becca shifted in her 
chair. It was time to wrap this up. Becca said, “So I would say that as a person, but also in the 
classroom as a teacher and as a, what's the word I want to use a colleague, is dependable. You 
asked me or if a kid asks me, I may have to be reminded, but I'm going to do it. Authentic, which 
I would say goes along with the vulnerability, forgiving. And I want to say stern, but that's not 
the word I want to use. I'm not your lovey dubby warm and fuzzy teacher, you're going to like 
me, if you like sarcasm, because you're going to figure out over time that the sarcasm comes out 
of a place of care. But I'm like, not like the some of the warm and fuzzy teachers that we have 
around the building.” I followed up with a question about how forgiveness and authenticity fit 
into what Becca was now understanding as her vocational identity. Becca quickly said, 
“Someday, if I make a mistake, if I'm under the radar, that it will go unnoticed, but kind I mean, I 
guess kind of, but I don't, I don't think that I make major mistakes that will necessarily get me on 
the radar. But yeah, I just don't want people's attention. And radar means for me anyways, here 
radar means adult, radar, bigger adult like admin adult. Yes. I'm okay with admitting mistakes. I 
I think there are times we all have them, where we overthink our mistakes and wonder, Oh, my 
gosh, is that gonna be misconstrued as a bigger one than what it actually was?” I asked Becca to 
define what she meant by mess-ups and mistakes. I thought this would show an element of her 
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vocational identity that I had not thought of. What Becca said made complete sense, given the 
creation of her vocational identity. “So like, what I guess, I guess in my head, there's mess ups 
and there's mistakes. Okay. Okay. So a clear career ending would be mistakes. mess ups would 
be you guys. Like, I know, I'm misspelled this on the PowerPoint again, like, I know, I'm gonna 
teach you but I'm gonna fix it. Or I put a seven instead of a 97. And this is why you have to check 
me. Those are mess ups. Or, you know, I'm teaching parallel structure and I say sitting but I 
didn't say sitting. Oops, my bad, um, mess ups. I guess that's what I mean. Okay, that I'm 
vulnerable about because I think it's again, I think it's good for kids to see that you don't have it 
together. And it's okay. If you make if you mess up. What you do. Yes, it is. And I think possibly 
not to get to like psychological but that's kind of what you're doing.” Again, for Becca, her 
vocational identity is firmly rooted in the sense of being authentic and connected to her students 
and her pedagogy. I asked Becca if she had considered how she was perceived outside her 
classroom door. She said, “It's because I'm worried about being seen as inefficient, or not 
efficient, as inferior outside of school. Because I don't want somebody to think that I am not 
capable of doing X, Y or Z. But for some reason, in here, I'm educated. I'm a teacher, I'm I 
already know. I'm not inferior. So everything else me admitting a mess. mess up, isn't going to 
take away from my ability to teach  To be told that my evaluation is good. I think it's good to 
hear feedback. I'd almost rather hear negative feedback. You know, in an evaluation, I mean, 
obviously, like, don't get me to I'm not trying to deal with it. But I would almost rather hear like, 
you know, why don't you try this?” I asked Becca what she meant by feedback, either good or 
bad and how that affected her identity as a classroom teacher.  Becca continued, “But I have to 
be like, open and ready to be like reflective. But if you're like coming at me the wrong time, 
whether it be like if it's something negative specifically, I'm like, probably not gonna be open to 
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it. If I'm not in the headspace. I'm like, super slammed because I've got like grades due and like, I 
got a game and I say, not right now. But if I'm like, Alright, that didn't go well. And I need to be 
better and I have time to make it better.” Becca had mentioned administration, so I followed that 
thread for moment, knowing that we were at the end of our time together. Becca stated that 
administration was never in her classroom and then said, “You're not my room then. Great. I'm 
doing just fine then. That's enough. I guess praise for me. I think because in a way, I still get to 
be who I am. And again, I still get to be that adult. Somebody might need. I know it's gonna keep 
going back to that answer, but I think that's really important.” I told Becca that our time together 
had come to an end. We both smiled at each other. The day had gone dark outside, the 
cheerleaders had cheered themselves out of the building, and we could hear the custodians 
cleaning the halls, getting ready for another day of learning. As I closed my notebook and 
reached for the recorder, I asked Becca if she had any last thoughts. Becca looked tired, stressed, 
and on the limit. I was so grateful for her time and honesty. I was about to press the stop button 
when Becca said, “I don't want someone to feel as if they don't have an adult that cares about 
them. I think it makes me feel good. And like I'm making a difference. If they don't learn how to 
use commas? Probably not. They probably should have learned it before they got to me. Okay. 
Well, they probably know that somebody in the building cares. I care about kids. I guess the 
teaching is the easiest way to do it. I don't know if I've ever said I don't care about teaching 
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Becca’s Identity Through Pictures 
Figure 8 
Becca started with a picture of one of the lamps in her classroom. She ran her fingertips lightly 
across the photo. “I like it to feel comfortable. So, I took a picture of my lamp, all the teachers I 
had that I felt comfortable with in high school had lamps, I don't know why that translates to 
comfort, but for some reason it does across the board. Classrooms feel cold to me. And I don't 
want my room to feel cold. I don't want to feel cold in there.”  
Becca’s Classroom Lamp 
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Figure 9 
Becca pointed to the key hook, “The C with the polka dots on it was a part of a gift that I got as 
a student teacher. Both were given to me as a student teacher. They cared enough that I cared 
enough. I think some of it is cool that I didn't mess up or I did, and they were okay with it. And 
they knew that I cared. A kid went to go and buy them and like kids don't usually in my opinion, 
go and do that for their teacher.” Becca was a bit embarrassed as she described this charm and 
the plastic followers. She doesn’t like to be noticed or recognized. Becca’s vocational identity is 
partially based in contextual factors and praise/recognition is seldom appreciated. 
Becca’s Key Hook 
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Figure 10 
 “The flowers were part of a gift I got as a student teacher. What's funny about these flowers is 
they've gone every classroom. But last year pre pandemic when this is right, okay to do. Kids 
took these and I didn't really realize that they put them in jello as a joke. But then it was funny. 
They didn't get the flowers and jell o stem. But then it was just funny because it was like this old 
thing with this new funny prank that we all knew was right. A big office reference. And so I guess 
it was kind of cool to think about, like those two things together, like new community with 
something old that they know, is always in my room.” Becca was describing an element of her 
identity, authenticity, which rang true as she described the flowers. It was interesting to hear 
Becca as she downplayed the significance of these flowers. Becca had indicated these flowers 
would travel to every classroom during her career. So, while we just see flowers, it is apparent 
that Becca’s vocational identity sees something far different. 
Becca’s Plastic Flowers 
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Figure 11 
I had no idea what this was until Becca explained it. She said it was an old frame that her uncle 
(she thought) had given her. She liked it because the edges joined together but there was still 
some roughness to it. Becca said, “I think that's very true. I think I do have edges. I think also I'm 
really awkward sometimes. And I do want to care about my students so much, but I also don't 
have like sometimes a social like awareness or ability to like be able to be a warm person.” 
The social awkwardness stems from her experiences as a child. The fact that Becca recognizes 
this as part of her identity is admirable. 
Becca’s Frame from Uncle 
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Figure 12 
I laughed when I saw this photo. Becca laughed as well. I asked her if it was original. She 
shrugged. “No idea. But if you think about it, if you’ll just do these two things, everything else 
seems to work itself out. I usually tell them this on the first day. Most things, in my opinion, come 
back to these two things. So, I printed it and put it on my wall.” Becca’s identity is rooted in 
authenticity and context. An open mind and kindness are essential elements of the world in 
which she lives and operates. Little tolerance is displayed for those who wish to push the side of 
Becca. 
Becca’s Classroom Rule 
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Figure 13 
Becca pointed at the picture said, “This one’s really funny. I just put this up and ran out of 
bulletin paper. I am really mad about it. But the Christmas lights were really what I was 
focusing on. Because again, just kind of showing going through all of this, like unnecessary 
effort to put lamps and light up in my room when all I have to do is flip a switch. I’m just trying 
to make it feel normal again, like it’s my classroom.” Given the current pandemic and the 
chaotic state of education, Becca’s desire to remain true (authentic) to what she knows makes 
complete sense.  
Becca’s Lights & Border 
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Figure 14 
Becca said, “My favorite part was a football player was playing with some girl that definitely 
would not be in that circle and they were playing with a kid with Asperger’s. I had to get a 
picture of it. It was cool.  I just want kids to feel comfortable in my class and specifically in my 
room. And I want them to make friends with people they normally wouldn’t make friends with.” I 
told Becca how special I thought this picture was. And in typical Becca fashion, always avoiding 
any type of praise, she said, “Yeah. It was cute.” It was a Breakfast Club type of moment 
occurring in a classroom that has been missing now for a year. Perhaps the most remarkable 
aspect of the inclusion of the photo is the awareness that it took from Becca to recognize this 
card game as a microcosm of the classroom environment she had created. 
Becca’s Students Playing Cards 
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Figure 15 
Becca said, “This is a mixture of projects. Kids still come by to see if their work is still on 
display. My door looks different than anybody else’s door and the kids like that. I think it kind of 
represents my classes because they are always made up of different kids, each with their own 
story and struggles. My door just kinda represents that. And it celebrates students. And I just 
realized that my keys are hanging from the door. That’s so annoying.” Vintage Becca. The door 
represents Becca’s need for all of her students to be seen and have a voice. The contextual side 
of her identity needs to be assured that students are not being ignored or forgotten. 
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Figure 16 
Becca was both sad and animated when showing me this picture. “Look, this picture was pre-
pandemic. I knew we were going home and probably not coming back so I took this picture. It 
makes me sad that my room used to be this way and in the next photo, looks the way it does. My 
room was warm and inviting and had a great vibe.” I nodded. I understood. All teachers feel this 
pain. Our classrooms were shells of what they used to be. Becca shrugged and said, “Yeah, I 
thought I should take a picture. I’m glad I did.” Me too.  
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Figure 17  
This was the last picture that Becca wanted to show me. We both stared at it in silence. I waited. 
Becca was sad. “So, this is my room now. This is where I teach. I created the background 
because I wanted the virtual kids to see that things might get back to normal and that there was 
hope in this classroom. You can see my plastic flowers, my one rule, and some pictures. I just 
tried to make the little square that I have to sit in for 8 hours a day a little more normal.” I get it. 
Given who Becca is as an educator and her desire to reach across the void, no matter the 
distance, this picture is perhaps the best indicator of who Becca is as a teacher. Inclusive, loving, 
and student-centered. I thanked Becca for her time and energy and quietly left the room.  
Becca’s Virtual Teaching During Pandemic 
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Figure 18    
Figure 18 shows Molly’s single interview surrounded by relevant quotations identified during the 
coding process. The outer ring shows the code groups sorted by color. The black arrows 
emanating from the quotations and arriving at code groups indicate that Molly’s identity is 
perhaps rooted in the Formation, Contextual, Personal/Behavioral, and to a lesser degree, Life 
Factors. It is important to note that Molly withdrew from the study and thus presents limited 
data. 
Atlas. ti  (V9) Overall network view with quotations for Molly 
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Molly’s Story 
 I was rushing the day I went to meet with Molly. Students had just returned from being in 
a quarantine that has lasted over eight months and I was exhausted. That wasn’t unique; every 
teacher across the globe was exhausted by the new normal. As I walked into Molly’s classroom, 
I was immediately struck by how comfortable it felt. To be fair, Molly taught special needs 
children and her students were with her all day, every day and her classroom reflected an 
environment that looked like a home. Drapes covered the windows, lamps chased away the 
shadows, and there were only five desks in the entire room. This was a big difference from the 
classrooms I knew. Molly herself was curled up in an easy chair, sipping from a mug. I was 
flabbergasted. This is not what I had expected. We said hello and while Molly serenely sipped 
her tea, I did my best to assemble my recorder, find my pen, and focus the camera. And so, the 
interview began. 
I read my usual script and framed my initial question, asking Molly to tell me about her 
journey to create her teacher identity and how she maintained that identity in the classroom. 
Silence ensued and the recorder whirred on. More silence. I was beginning to think that perhaps 
Molly had not heard me when she said, “I really should have these questions beforehand.” I was 
surprised by the answer. I was silent as there was nothing to say to that. Molly slowly said, “It's 
hard because I've tried to cut this out of my brain.” Now I was intrigued but also worried. I did 
not know Molly very well and it was clear that the idea of exploring her identity was making her 
uncomfortable. She said, “I always knew I was supposed to be a teacher.” I asked her what she 
meant by that. Molly had started to recover a bit and responded in a stronger voice, “I knew that I 
want to be wanting to become a teacher, probably around the age of 15 or 16. I think is when I 
met the first teacher that I felt like took an interest in me as a person, and not just did the job 
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because that was their job.” Like Becca, it was an interaction with a teacher that had pushed 
Molly towards the vocation. I followed up with a question, asking Molly to explain how this 
teacher had taken an interest in her. Molly shifted in her chair. The mug was now empty, but 
Molly gripped it tightly in her hands. She was nervous but the reason eluded me still. “I got 
married as a senior in high school, okay. I ran away and got married. Not because I wanted to, 
because I felt like I didn't have a choice. I felt like I, I was kind of stuck.” I waited for more and 
Molly told me that she had gotten pregnant her senior year of high school and that, of course, had 
changed everything-then and now. Tears were now running down her face and I offered to end 
the interview. Molly recovered and wiped her eyes. She gestured to continue, and I blundered on, 
not really knowing what to do or say. I managed to ask Molly about the teacher that had taken an 
interest in her and Molly responded, “She kind of just listened to me, she was somebody that I 
could go to in the mornings and listen to and so that just kind of furthered my desire to be a 
teacher, not necessarily to teach a subject, but more to be, I wanted to be a high school teacher, 
because I wanted to be there for my students, I wanted to be like her.” Molly said she had told 
this teacher about her pregnancy before she had told anyone else, even her parents. Instead of 
passing judgment, the teacher responded differently. Molly phrased the response in these terms, 
“That's kind of I thought I wanted to be a teacher because of the investment she made in my life.”  
It was the second time Molly had mentioned investment and I followed up on the idea. 
Investment was starting to manifest itself as an element of Molly’s identity and I wanted to 
discern what investment meant to her. “I'm very relational, be able to form those relationships 
with my students, and kind of meet them where they were didn't matter what their background 
was, when they came into my classroom, they knew that I cared for them, I didn't care if they had 
an F in my class, or they had an A, I mean, not that I didn't care, but that I truly cared for them 
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individually. And kind of what they thought of themselves.” Investment and relationships were 
the same to Molly and were immediately apparent as facets of her identity. I asked Molly if she 
thought investment and relationships were the key elements to her identity. Her answer, while 
seemingly off the mark, added another layer to what was proving to be a very complex identity. 
“You truly see yourself valued as a person. So that's kind of how I envisioned myself as a teacher 
is not just a person up here, you know, making sure that your education is fabulous, but that you 
truly see yourself valued as a person.” Investment, relational, and values were identified as 
elements of Molly’s identity but clearly, there was more to this story. 
I wanted to know why Molly had chosen to teach special needs students, arguably one of 
the most difficult jobs in the educational arena. Molly smiled and said after she had become 
pregnant, “I definitely think it changed the way that I view people and the struggles that they go 
through.” Molly’s perspective was changed at an early age by two events. Neither event has ever 
left her consciousness. I asked about the teacher Molly had mentioned and if she had stayed in 
contact. Molly’s face lit up and she said she had and that “And she's continually blessed me and 
my family. Throughout those years.” Molly stated that her relationships with her students and 
their families are very important to her, “My students, families have become my family, I spend 
time with them outside of school, I spend time with them during the summers, because that 
relationship is so important that it is strong in the classroom so that they because trust is 
everything with my students.” This is highly unusual among teachers and I found it fascinating 
that Molly would invest herself this much in the lives of her students. I thought for a moment 
about how to follow up on this potentially important element of Molly’s identity. I told Molly I 
thought it was above the call that she would do that for her students. Her response suddenly 
brought everything together. “Up until I made that, you know, one bad choice. And it kind of 
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changed my life. You know, I was, like, I told you I was a people pleaser. And I think that once 
that happened, it wasn't that everything halted or that my perspective changed. It just, I think it 
just kind of brought things into focus.” One bad choice. Was that it? Was it guilt? I paused before 
I asked the question, knowing full well it could change everything. Instead of asking about the 
question of guilt, I asked for clarity. Molly said, “I think at that point in my life, I was more 
focused on making my parents like redeeming myself, you know, making my parents proud of me 
because I had felt like I had let them down.” This is the genesis for the empathy Molly displayed 
towards her students and their families. Molly had reiterated that she was a people pleaser and 
tried to make those around her happy and comfortable.  
As the interview ended, I reflected on what we had discussed. Molly busied herself with 
gathering her things and I put away my recorder and camera. She was distant and distracted. I 
was uncomfortable. I told Molly I would be in touch for the second interview and the photo 
elicitation element and that I found her story fascinating and powerful. She smiled and it was 
apparent that Molly had said all she wanted to say on this cold November evening.  
The next morning, I opened my computer, and I had an email from Molly. I have 
provided the text here: I meant to email you back yesterday, but the day got away from me before 
I had a chance. I read through the "homework" assignment and am really struggling with what I 
could photograph that relates to my teacher identity. I could share my story all day, however, 
after the first interview I'm not sure that I have been teaching long enough to really know what 
my identify is as a teacher or have enough experience to really speak to it. To be honest, I am 
still trying to find what works and get to a place where I feel comfortable as a teacher, which 
may be why I am having a hard time with this concept. I know my "why", but I'm fuzzy on my 
"identity". I am a people pleaser so I tend to say yes way more than I should. When I agreed to 
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your study, I should have asked more questions before committing. I hate to back out now 
because I know you have a deadline to meet, but the amount of thought it requires is making me 
a little stressed on top of work-related stresses and home. If my participation is a "make or 
break" for your study I will continue, but if there is any way I can back out without it affecting 
your research I would like to. Again, I am sorry for letting it get this far before realizing I don't 
think I'm up for it...” 
The email did not surprise me. I was dismayed that I would not be able to fully explore 
Molly’s identity as I found the elements discussed previously fascinating and relevant. I wrote 
Molly an email in return. I have included the text here: “I completely understand that you are not 
comfortable moving forward. I would, however, like to keep the first interview and integrate it 
into my study. As stated before, our conversation and the interview itself is completely 
confidential and will not be connected to you in any way. Thanks again for your time. I enjoyed 
our time together. Have a great holiday season and get some rest.” Molly’s reply was short and 
direct, yet it spoke to her character and strength as an educator and person. Her reply is copied 
here: “Thank you for being so understanding! Yes, of course you can use whatever you need to 
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Figure 19    
Figure 19 shows the analysis of Stella’s first interview. The code groups are positioned outside 
the code ring and are connected to their respective codes by the red arrows. The inner ring is 
comprised of the relevant quotations identified during the coding process. The black arrows 
connecting quotations with codes show a high triangulation for Contextual and Identity followed 
by Formation and Personal/Behavioral.  
Atlas. ti  (V9) Overall network view for Stella 
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Figure 20    
Figure 20 shows the analysis of Stella’s three interviews (three circles in the lower side of the 
network view). The blue arrows that connect the interviews to the code groups indicate an equal 
distribution of connectivity, showing the strength of the interview process. The density of the 
black arrows from the code groups to the quotations surrounding each interview indicate a high 
level of triangulation of Identity, Contextual, and Formation elements. These are followed by 
Personal/Behavioral and COVID-19/Pandemic elements.  
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Stella’s Story 
I turned off the ignition to my truck and listened to the silence. It was unnerving. I was 
parked in front of an elementary school on a cool November afternoon and I didn’t hear the 
sounds of children. The playground was empty and there was a Do Not Enter sign on the gate. I 
sighed and gathered my materials. I was anxious to hear Stella’s story after my interview with 
Molly. I sent up a prayer to the Interview gods and entered the school. Stella was waiting for me 
at the front door. Professionally attired, hair perfectly coiffed, I was amazed at her energy. Stella 
teaches 2nd grade, and I could not imagine a more difficult job than managing 2nd graders all day, 
every day for years.  We chatted as Stella and I hustled down the hallway. Stella has one speed 
and that is efficient. A maze of turns later, we entered her classroom.  I stopped and surveyed the 
room. It was not what I expected. It smelled organized. The tiny desks and chairs were neatly 
assembled, clean, and each desk contained the same items, in the same order, in the same place. 
There were bins and shelves and all manner of containers for the items it must take to educate 2nd 
graders. Colorful rugs overed the floor and even these were devoid of stray animal crackers or an 
errant juice box spill. The bulletin board was an explosion of vibrant color and information. The 
lighting was soft and somehow welcoming although I was not sure how Stella had accomplished 
this. It was all overwhelming and fascinating at once. Stella sat at a table in the front of the room 
from which she taught the children during the day. Its surface was spotless, papers were 
organized, pens/pencils in a cup, and her tumbler rested on a coaster. I stared at the coaster for 
moment. Seriously? 
I set up my recorder and camera while Stella replied to some texts on her cellphone. She 
placed the phone face down carefully and precisely on the table, perpendicular to the edge and 
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looked up. I read the introduction and reminded Stella of the purpose of my study. Stella looked 
engaged and excited to tell her story.   
Personal/Behavioral Factors 
Stella smiled and said in a deliberate voice, “I think, number one, I love children. And I 
want them to feel safe, secure, and happy in my classroom. I was taking notes furiously. “And I 
feel like if I can accomplish that, then all the other pieces kind of fall into place. I think having 
children of my own kind of changed me as a teacher. So, I think my first few years before I was a 
mother, I was a very different teacher.”  
Stella had grown up in the Northeast and graduated from Penn State. Stella had always 
thought about becoming a teacher and those elements of vocational identity were sown early, “I 
only played school, and nobody else could be the teacher.  And I used to make worksheets and 
everything for the kids and I kept a gradebook. Then I got a bit older and realized I had a 
passion for textiles and fashion. My mom worked for Calvin Klein in New York and I worked 
there in the summers. I got paid in clothes. So, I decided to pursue fashion design and my mother 
said this business is not all that’s it‘s cracked up to be. I really think your passion is teaching.”  I 
asked Stella if she regretted her choice, “sometimes I do regret it, but the creative side is now at 
home, because it's got to come out like the design, the design is constantly redoing things at 
home and redoing things in my classroom.” Stella lives in the community in where her school is 
located and often sees the families and students while out running errands. “I think I am good at 
building relationships to become friends with a lot of my parents. Especially since we moved into 
our neighborhood. We’ve lived here for 15 years and we’re very involved in the community. You 
know, I mean, I teach the students right here in my neighborhood.” Stella had mentioned her 
family a few times and I thought it was important was explore how being a mother has 
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influenced her vocational identity. “I had a principal who had us watch these videos. And in one 
of the videos, the speaker said that we all need to remember that from K-12, if you have a parent 
upset with you, they’re upset because that’s someone’s baby. Yeah, whether they are 5 or 18, 
they’re still someone’s baby. And you need to remember that. And I think it took me having my 
own family to really understand that. Having a kid that struggled with his own learning also 
really helped me to understand this precious cargo. I’ve got to remember that each and every day 
and treat them the way I would want someone to teat my own children.” It was clear that Stella 
really loved these children and treated them as though they were own. Her speech was possessive 
and never wavered from the pattern. “the first couple of years, teachers are spending all their 
time at school, right? You’re putting in those hours, going above and beyond, right? And then 
you’re in the middle of your career, raising your family, and those extra hours, it’s like I’ve got to 
get out of here and get to a soccer game and I have to go to get this one here and this one there. I 
think, you know, I’ve always had a little bit of Mom Guilt.” I thought this sounded a bit harsh, but 
Stella continued, “Now, they don’t need me. And if I get home at 6 o’clock, well, my husband’s 
usually still working anyway.” I was nodding as this sounded like many teachers’ lives. Stella 
looked sad for a moment and I thought that she may start to cry, “My daughter has gone away to 
school so there’s nobody for me to take care of here. So, I’ll take care of my babies at school and 
give them extra, you know. And that’s part of it-a large part of who I am.” I needed to move on to 
the next factor, so I asked Stella if there was a moment in her career that she felt affected her 
identity in the classroom. Stella thought for moment and related a story about a student in Mobile 
that she had taught years ago, “a little boy in Mobile that didn’t utter a word until Thanksgiving. I 
didn’t know the reason and when I eventually learned his story, I understood why he never spoke. 
So that was a pretty big defining moment. And you know, you’ve just got to show these kids love 
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and grace because you don’t know what’s going on in their worlds.” I wanted to know the story, 
but it was clear that Stella did not want to relive that moment. As a teacher, I understood. 
Contextual Factors 
I asked Stella about her first job. Stella said, “My now husband had gotten a job there 
with a company, so I wanted to join him as we were engaged. I said, I'll fly down to Mobile. If I 
get a job there, then I'll just go and start, you know, teaching down there. So I did. I flew down. 
And it was back in the day when you applied at the county office and were approved to meet with 
principals.” Stella told me about her first teaching experience in Mobile, worlds away from New 
Jersey, “The principal said she had every grade level open. I said I wanted to teach 4th grade. 
The principal said, Oh no! Those 4th graders will eat you alive. You can teach kindergarten. I 
remember saying, Kindergarten? I don’t know anything about kindergarten!” I was laughing by 
now. Stella continued, “I remember just saying, I have got no control over these kids. I had to do 
something different, like something's not working.” Stella continued, “I had some babies that I 
want to take home and just needed to be loved. They needed someone to love them, nurture them, 
and educate them.” Stella said after a year or so, she and her husband moved to a different state 
where she taught in a rural setting. It was here that Stella said she started to realize what children 
needed the most from her. “Those kids helped me realize that. Really, all kids just need love, 
whether you come from the inner city or farm country.” Stella said they moved again, this time to 
a very affluent community where the parent expectations were very high, “and the parents were 
high-maintenance and I kind of didn’t know how to deal with all that. But I knew if I loved their 
kids, I would eventually win the parents over.” This element of unconditional love and nurturing 
was clearly an element of her vocational identity as Stella used the phrase repeatedly. I looked 
around Stella’s classroom. It was impeccable. Everything was color-coded, cute, and cleverly 
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designed. Her classroom resembled a pedagogical showroom more than where 2nd graders did 
the classwork. Stella watched me survey her room and smiled, “if you love them, cheer them on, 
and provide that structure and routine, they will thrive, they will want to do well for you. And if 
you plan engaging lessons for them that are creative and fun, they will thrive and they will do 
well for you.” I asked Stella to explain what she meant by structure and routine. Clearly, these 
two concepts were important to her identity as a teacher. The evidence was all around me. Her 
answer surprised me. “If you can provide that sense of structure, love. The kids will want to learn 
for you. They will want to do well. You will have hooked them. And then they will want to be 
successful in your class. They’ll work hard for you at the elementary level.” For Stella, the 
concept of structure equates to her love for children. Creating that structured environment and 
later, routine was a strong aspect of Stella’s vocational identity and completely differently from 
either Becca or Molly. “So, structure is important. And I think kids thrive on structure, they need 
structure. And I think they know you love them when there’s structure. They know that they know 
that they're loved because you care enough to provide that structure.” Neither of them had 
mentioned structure or routine as important aspects of their vocational identities. Stella 
continued, “I do desk checks. Everything’s structured. My mom calls me Perfect Stella. She 
thinks I try to live up to being perfect.” I told Stella that it sounded exhausting. Stella said, “I 
guess so. I like things. And I don’t like to ask anybody for help. I want to do it all. I’m a people 
pleaser.”  Stella continued, “So I don't frazzle easy, easily. I keep it all in. Nobody would know. 
Nobody would know that if things are a mess that it's affecting me.” I asked Stella what that 
meant-to not frazzle easily. Stella thought for moment and slowly said, “I think I strive to be 
perfect all the time. And that's hard. And that's a lot of work. It's kind of exhausting. Sometimes 
I’m a hot mess, but most of the time, I am very organized. I do not stop.” I looked around the 
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classroom again. Nothing out of place. Everything was neat. Perfect. Stella watched me look 
around again, “I like things to be the way I like them.” For Stella, structure and organization were 
such a dominant part of her identity that it was manifested in every aspect of the classroom. I 
asked Stella if she was this organized at home. She laughed and said, “Oh yes! I have bins in my 
pantry, and they’re labeled. And everything that has a label goes in a bin and don’t mess with my 
bins. I mean you can see my classroom; sure, I lead an organized life. And I like my kids to be 
organized. So, I don’t deal well with messes at all.” I asked if there was any difference between 
Stella, the teacher, and Stella, the everyday person and mom. “I think I strive to be perfect all the 
time. And that’s hard. And that’s a lot of work. It’s kind of exhausting. And my husband tells me 
all the time that I am worried about making everything perfect and making everyone happy. So, I 
almost think, yeah, that my identity is the same, I guess everywhere and maybe not as, like out of 
the eyes of a teacher oe whatever but whatever, just best, just who I am. Like, who I am in the 
classroom is kind of who I am personally to. I think they’re pretty much the same.” Stella looked 
tired for a moment and I could see that she had not considered this aspect of her identity. Stella 
said, “I am doing for everybody all the time. I’m very controlling.” I said that the word 
controlling often had a pejorative connotation. In teaching, so much is out of a teacher’s control. 
I asked Stella to explain her idea of controlling a bit more. “That makes me nervous.” I was 
surprised. Nervous? Stella continued, “Nervous means when you feel like things are out of 
control and then you have to fix them. So it's a lot of work. It's work when things are out of 
control. Like things at home aren't in can aren't organized or in controlled I have to fix it. And so 
that becomes a lot of extra work.”  
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Life Domain Factors 
 The afternoon was almost gone. The custodians were talking in the hallway as they went 
about the business of cleaning the building. Somewhere, a horn sounded. I asked Stella about her 
desire to control things and manage her life fit into the framework of an administration, district, 
and community. Stella said, “I think it started way back when I was a kid, remember? I wouldn’t 
let anybody else be the teacher. Thank goodness I work for a guy who if I don’t agree with him, 
we can have a discussion about it. Or I can say to him, listen-I think this is best for the kids in my 
room and we can have a discussion about that. But again, I’m a team player. So, If I need to do 
X, Y, and Z because admin has told me to do it, the I do X, Y, and Z I mean, it’s just like collab. 
The planning this year-everyone takes one subject, that’s all you plan. And then, everything else 
is given to us. Is that the way I would do things? No, but that’s okay. And that’s what we’re told. 
I’m a team player. And you know, I do trust all my teammates, they’re great teachers. And so 
that’s the way it is.” Stella’s vocational identity was laced with structure, organization, and 
control but the control aspect was not so dominant that it interfered with her ability to 
compromise and be flexible. For Stella, control was organization and structure. I asked Stella 
how she felt about relinquishing control. “I mean, it’s definitely hard. I mean, it’s hard to 
relinquish that control and to not do all the planning and the things that I would do. I just think 
we all do things a little bit different and that’s what makes us different and that’s what makes the 
world go round.” I asked Stella if there were other elements at play in her vocational life that she 
felt were important. “I’m big on traditions. There are certain things that I will not give up in my 
classroom that I do every year. Kids will come back and visit that are now seniors in high school 
and ask if I still do certain things, so traditions are very important. And I think that’s another 
word for my teacher identity is traditional.” Stella said she is known in the community for her 
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traditions and that her reputation in the community reflects this traditionalist perception. Stella 
said her classroom is nicknamed “The Sweet Shoppe” and “that kids come to my room at the 
beginning of the year with the expectation of doing certain traditions because their siblings have 
done them and then told the younger kids what to expect.” I asked Stella about her life outside of 
school and how that life influenced her vocational identity inside the classroom. Stella laughed, 
“we’re known once a week in the summer to be hanging out by the pool in the summer. There’s 
usually 10-12 of us. Everybody brings snacks, bring whatever you want to drink, and come over 
and let’s hang out. Yeah, so it does intertwine a lot. And so we can talk school, we talk about 
teaching, best teaching practices, and ideas, and all of us are different grade levels. You know, 
we may have a target teacher here, we may have first grade teachers here, but we are all there 
for each other. You know, as friends and fellow moms, working moms. So, it’s my little support 
group. We’re a super tight-knit group.” I told Stella that we were almost finished. It was late 
November and Thanksgiving Break was on the horizon. Stella’s daughter was coming home 
from the university she attends, and Stella was very excited to spend time with her and re-
connect. I shifted in my tiny kindergarten chair and checked my notes.  
Political and Educational Factors 
 After providing a framework of political and educational factors at Stella’s request, I 
asked how these factors influenced or affected her vocational identity. “I mean, really, like, yeah, 
I mean, you have all these people putting their two cents in, that have never really, or maybe not 
been in the classroom in a really long time.” Stella wasn’t angry as she said this as much as she 
was frustrated. “I think they need to listen to the people in the classroom.” I smiled and Stella 
continued, “again, I still do what’s best for children. I can nod my head yes and say uh-huh and 
yes again. And then I close my door and I do what’s best for children, and I use best teaching 
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practices. And I do what’s expected of me…I teach those things. I think it’s a shame that we have 
become so test-driven. That’s the one thing. I mean, I hate that. Third grade and up, if you are 
teaching a standard, you’re really teaching a test.” This sounded like the organizational and 
structural aspects of Stella’s identity were under siege. “I said that once to an administrator, that 
I didn’t believe in these standardized tests and I was very quickly moved into a non-tested grade. 
Like, I don’t care about these tests, I‘m going to teach the children. And so I think people can 
really let it affect their teacher identity. I, on the other hand, still do what’s best for kids. You 
know, I understand there’s politics involved and all of that but no, I don’t know-you still have to 
do what’s best for kids. I mean, I listen to my administration, you know? Yes-we have to do 
certain things as teachers. But those things don’t necessarily affect who you are as a teacher. 
You can keep those two things separate. Here’s what I’ll do-I’ll pay that lip service. But in my 
heart, I know that this is what I have to do, for the betterment of these kids. That’s a strong sense 
of identity, I guess.”  
 It was completely dark outside, and it was time to wrap things up. Stella and I looked at 
each other for a long minute, two educators being pushed to their limits. I asked Stella to tell me 
about how COVID-19 and the pandemic has affected her identity in the classroom, especially 
given that control, structure, organization and tradition were such crucial elements of her 
identity. Stella looked sad and uncomfortable, “I would say it’s definitely pushed me out of my 
comfort zone.” I waited. “I mean, we use technology in school, but it was a little, it was a little 
scary. A little abrupt. I remember telling my husband that I’m one of those old teachers that 
should have retired. I was, I was having a panic attack, because I couldn’t figure it all out. I 
couldn’t figure out the district’s new program and I mean, I was like, I can’t do this! And I was 
just, I was a mess. So it’s definitely pushed me out of my comfort zone.” I asked Stella if that 
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comfort zone was structure, organization, and control-all essential elements of her vocational 
identity. “Right? Um, I don’t like teaching in rows. Now that we’re back face to face, I like the 
way my classroom looks. I don’t like seeing my kids in masks. I, um, don’t like that we can’t do 
partner games and group projects and things that I love to do that are hands-on in the 
classroom. I mean, they get the STEM bins, right? But then I have to quarantine them for a week. 
And then they get manipulatives and then those goes into quarantine, right? I mean, it’s crazy, 
right? Really restrictive.” I told Stella that we were finished and how grateful I was for her 
honesty. I have been a teacher for 17 years and one knows when they are in the presence of 
greatness. I told Stella how fortunate the children are that pass through her classroom and how 
much she must enrich their lives. I was sad for the interview to end but very happy to get out of 
the 2nd grader-sized chair. Driving home, I reflected on how Stella, a veteran teacher of 25+ 
years, was maintaining her vocational identity as compared to Becca, a teacher of 3 years. There 
was a discernable difference between the two and I made notes to explore that difference more in 
the future. It made sense that the longer a teacher taught, the more concrete their identity but did 
that also mean that once a vocational identity was created, the identity at some point, was no 
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Stella’s Identity Through Pictures 
Figure 21    
Stella was excited to tell her story through pictures. That makes sense since she teaches 2nd 
grade. “This is the candy jar outside my classroom. Kids want to be in the Candy Classroom. 
They think I could pass out candy all day but I like it because it’s bright. And it’s fun. And I 
mean, who doesn’t like candy? I hope that’s a word that describes me is fun. And I don’t want to 
be boring.” I asked Stella if this was one of the traditions that she had spoke of during our 
interviews. She laughed (she has a great laugh) and said, “this has been a tradition in my 
classroom since I started. Completely self-funded and it’s one of my favorite things.” I wish 
Stella had been my 2nd grade teacher. her students are lucky to have her. 
Stella’s The Sweet Shoppe 
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Figure 22    
I started laughing as Stella pointed to this picture. “Stella-I’m sensing a theme here.” Stella 
laughed. It was impressive. She could put on clinics and teach people how to organize their lives. 
“This is where I keep all of my materials for the week. Each drawer is labeled. When I plan, 
everything I need for the week goes in those drawers. So, on Friday when I leave for the 
weekend, everything is planned and ready for Monday.” I asked if she had ever forgotten. That 
got me a look as Stella said, “Never.” I asked about the clothespins. “Oh. Someone donated those 
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Figure 23    
More bins. More organization. This photo was different from the others. Stella pointed at the 
photo. “I think organization is an important life skill so I teach these little kids organization. In 
these bins are all of our manipulatives, counting items, blocks and so on. So, it’s super easy for a 
student to identify what they need and get it for themselves. There are letters and words in there, 
it’s really all the stuff we use for hands-on instruction.” How does this work with COVID?, I 
asked.  “It doesn’t. The kids can just look at them. But, I made them Ziploc bags with a basic set 
of everything that they need. That stays in their desk and it’s theirs. They can’t do partner games 
or share materials. And that goes back to I don’t get to teach the way I normally teach, right?”  
Stella’s Organization 
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Figure 24    
Stella’s Organization Bins 
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Figure 25    
 “This is a tradition I have done in my classroom for a really long time. Usually the kids do it 
afterwards Thanksgiving Break but the elf appears and throughout the season, the elf is doing 
fun and unusual things. When I took this photograph, the elf just happened to be ziplining. 
Former students will often come back and ask what the elf is doing these days and it’s just a 
really cool way to carry on a tradition. You know, some kids don’t have an elf at home so I 
wanted to bring the one from our house to my classroom.” 
Stella’s Traditions 
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Figure 26    
 “This is another tree. I found them in Alabama, brought them home, and decorated the. Can you 
see the decorations? It’s all candy and some doughnuts, you know, fun stuff.” I smiled and said 
these trees were beautiful. Stella smiled. “Christmas is a special time of year and it should be 
special for a kid. If I can create a little bit of magic or help them create a positive memory for the 
season, that makes me happy. They’re just so little and I just try to make things special for 
them.” Sometimes…there’s nothing else to say. 
Stella’s Traditions 
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Figure 27    
 “And another tradition are the gingerbread houses. It was different this year, but we did them 
and the kids will remember it. A former student who is now in 10th grade told her younger sister 
that she would be doing a gingerbread house in my class and now that we have done them, the 
tradition continues, you know? So, it’s all about traditions and keeping some things consistent 
from year to year.” 
Stella’s Gingerbread Houses 
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Figure 28    
 “These are the high school kids that have come back to play Christmas music for us. It was just 
before the break this year. Almost all of them went to our school when they were in elementary 
school and now, they’re back. It’s just so great to see them grow up and be part of the tradition 
between our elementary school and the high school. These kids are such great role models for 
our students and how they continue to give back to our school and their community. There’s a lot 
I love about this picture.” 
Stella’s Watching Kids Grow Up 
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Figure 29    
I looked at this picture and of course, thought it was adorable. I asked Stella to tell me about this 
photo. Stella said, “Because we had closed school two days early, Kenzie was not able to get this 
to me. Well, you know, kids know where we live so one day, the doorbell rang, and it was Kenzie. 
So, Kenzie and her mom came in and we chatted and taught for a while and Kenzie was able to 
give me this sweet little card. It goes back to building community and those relationships with 
our families, even during these difficult times.” I read the card again and asked Stella how it 
made her feel when she read the words, “I love you.”  Stella looked thoughtful for a moment and 
said, “It means I took the time to make a connection with this student. And she feels connected to 
me. And that I’m somehow reaching her.” I thanked Stella for our time together and headed for 
the door before she saw the tears. 
Stella’s Affirmation of a Life Well Lived 
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Figure 30    
Figure 30 depicts Chloe’s initial interview in the center. The interview is surrounded by 
quotations that emerged during the coding process. The codes are color-grouped and form the 
outer circle. The eight code groups are connected to their respective codes with the red arrows. 
The black arrows emanating from the quotations arrive at codes that they inform. Figure 30 
shows a high degree of triangulation with the code groups of Identity, Formation, Contextual 
Factors, and Life Domain Factors. This visual shows evidence of the richness of the data analysis 
followed to build the story of Chloe. 
Atlas. ti (V9) Overall network view of Chloe
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Figure 31    
Figure 31 Each interview is ringed by the quotations that emerged during the coding process. 
The blue arrows connect the quotations to the codes they inform and subsequently the group 
codes. The black arrows arrive at the codes that are most relevant to Chloe’s story. Additionally, 
the number of black arrows that arrive at a specific code indicates its importance to Chloe’s 
vocational identity. Figure 31 also indicates a high degree of triangulation by the number of 
black arrows arriving at similar codes and subsequent code groups. 
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Figure 32    
Figure 32 depicts Chloe’s three interviews in the center of the code circle. The code groups are 
connected to their respective codes with red arrows. The blue lines connect the interviews to the 
codes that emerged during coding. Figure 30 shows the three interviews were equally 
informative and and that they have contributed to inform multiple codes of the eight code groups. 
A lack of blue lines would indicate that the interviews were not helpful or informative for the 
analysis. 
Atlas. ti (V9) Network View without quotations for Chloe 
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Chloe’s Story 
 It was a nasty November day. Cold rain pelted my windshield. We were two days from 
Thanksgiving Break. I was sitting in the parking lot of a middle school. Outside, the scene was 
chaotic. Students, parents, teachers, and administrators were all milling about looking for either 
their student or parents but mostly looking to get out of the rain. I was looking forward to this 
interview. I had sent an email request to this school looking for participants and Chloe had 
responded. I knew that Chloe taught Spanish and had been teaching for 30+ years. I made sure I 
had everything and opened my door and stepped into the chaos. 
 Chloe was waiting for me in the front lobby. She was dressed professionally and gave off 
a supercharged energy. Much like Stella, Chloe emoted passion and enthusiasm. The building 
was mostly empty now but rather than going to her classroom, Chloe led me a conference room 
located in the administration suite. I found this odd but was grateful for the opportunity. The 
conference room was cold and stark. Standard office furniture gleamed dully under the 
flourescent lights and it smelled faintly of Pledge and stale coffee. Chloe sat at one end of the 
table and I moved to the other, maintaining a social distance in this time of COVID-19. I set up 
my recorder and video camera and the interview began. 
Personal/Behavioral Factors 
 I read my introduction, re-stated my purpose, and Chloe said, “how much time do you 
have?” I blinked. I asked Chloe when she knew she wanted to become a teacher. “Never. Yeah, 
I’m joking. Okay, I’ll start at the beginning.” This was a bit unnerving as I was not sure where 
this was going but I nodded and Chloe began in earnest this time. “I mean, I think I'm an 
effective teacher. I mean, it's been an ongoing process. Besides my parents, who are the people 
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that I admired the most, and nine out of 10, they were my teachers. So I went to college and 
became an art major and I have a facility with languages. So then when I went to college, I 
explored Muslim religion. Jewish religion, and Buddhist religions. I just fell into it, like the first 
semester, it was like a love connection between the kids and the curriculum. I was learning the 
curriculum, but it was really pretty easy because it was like, second or third grade. And then I 
thought, Okay, I'm gonna do this again. Then I got bored because it was the same like 
environment. already had my Masters already have my teaching certificate, and I went to 
Florida. So in Florida, they gave me elementary for Dade County.” I nodded and kept writing in 
my notebook. Chloe spoke rapidly but without a discernible accent. At times, I could hear a trace 
of Portugese but it was rare. I told Chloe that sounded like quite the journey. From art to 
education is not a tremendous leap but still a leap. I asked Chloe to back up a bit and start at the 
beginning. She laughed and said, “My parents were blue collar workers, immigrants. They came 
from Lisbon, Portugal in 1971, because we had a dictatorship, and they wanted a better life for 
themselves and for us, especially for us. And we had to stay back. And I had a teacher early on 
that I just remember like, loving her. The way she treated the story, students, the way she 
conducted herself and I just admired her for her poise and elegance and knowledge of the 
subject matter. So many things. So she was the first. Again, as was the case with Becca and 
Molly, Chloe had a positive experience with a teacher and that positive influence became the 
genesis for her creation of her vocational identity still years away. Chloe continued, “In middle 
school, the principal and counselors wanted me to go to like, this magnet school. And I said, I'll 
talk to my parents. I'll look at the brochure, and I'll make a decision. I'll tell you on Monday. And 
he was like, okay, so I talked to my parents and my family. Last night, my dad told you, I 
explained the whole situation. And I said, so what do you think? And he said, That is not my 
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decision. That's your decision. He knew exactly what I needed. And I needed that freedom in that 
space.” Chloe’s parents allowed her to make these consequential decisions without inserting 
themselves into the process. The ability to make decisions and make choices would affect 
Chloe’s identity for the rest of her life and it is reflected in her career and identity in the 
classroom. “Years later, I saw that principal and he was very relieved that I had made it because 
he wanted me to make it. But he was afraid I get lost in the crowd. So he's another one. All my 
middle school teachers, they guided me into all honors classes, because back in the day, we 
didn't have AP classes. So they channeled me to all honors classes that they didn't have to do 
that, right, because I base my teacher recommendation, right? So I lucked out with all those 
teachers. I can't remember their names, but I know they guided me in the right direction, right? 
So this is I mean, these people just kind of took me and just nurtured me.” This sense of nurturing 
would become part of Chloe’s identity as well as it too is manifested within her vocational 
identity. “I remember doing my homework, like in a dining room table it on one end , and my 
father would be at the other. He'd be learning English. And I'd be doing my homework. I mean, 
talk about dedication. That's why I admire them. Because do you know what it is to leave your 
country, your community, your family and not know where you're gonna wind up? So me they 
were pretty brave. Sure. Yeah. Sure. And successful in their own way.” I wanted to know if Chloe  
thought those decisions had influenced her vocational identity. “Do you do it for the money? I 
knew from a very early age that I cannot sell insurance or do anything, because my motivation is 
people, like people motivate me to, to be better to, you know, to do the things that I do. So if it's a 
job where I don't have people, then I'm not that motivated like that. And I'm just like, naturally, 
kind of finding my way. I don't know. I can't explain it. But I think it's a vocation. I think you 
either have it or you don't. Okay. But once I get them in front of me, just my, I think just my whole 
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persona, I think they understand that I love my job. Sure. Right. Okay. And I don't have to say it, 
because they, so they get it, they get and then the other thing is they see that I'm happy all the 
time. Like I don't complain, I don't. So I don't know, I think they just react positively to the 
positive atmosphere, if that can be done. positivity. Absolutely being positive problem solving, 
I'm very much into problem solving, you know, so I tell them, I said, problem, you have to come 
up with a solution. I don't wanna hear problems, I want to hear solutions.” Chloe was describing 
her positivity as an element of her vocational identity. I found myself leaning forward in my 
chair. I felt like I was in a room with a motivational speaker.   
Contextual Factors 
I wanted to know what contextual factors influenced what was quickly developing into a 
multifacted vocational identity unlike any I had ever encountered. I asked Chloe to define 
context in her own words. “So context is, for me, the situation or environment in which 
something happened. My context, when I started teaching was a little bit of soul searching, or 
something I could do that was meaningful. The context was the teachers that were around me for 
four years in high school, the impact that they had on my, you know, without even me realizing it, 
but the impact that they had on my professionalism, and my parents, I always go back to my 
parents. And you know, how much knowledge they had and how much knowledge they have. And 
I mean, that was really the context.” I was nodding as Chloe continued, “I believe that success 
breeds success. If I didn't have the answers. I was gonna look for the answers, but I was not 
gonna let anything defeat me so I have like, expanded my success. beyond the classroom. The 
classroom is the most important thing, because I'm helping others become independent. I used to 
make sure that the student got the most out of the class, the best grade possible. reassessment 
reteach, you know, whatever I had to do.” I asked Chloe what she meant be helping others 
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achieve independence. Her response made total sense, given the context she had just described. 
“I tried to make my students understand that nothing will stand in their way except themselves, 
that they can be anything that they want, they can go anywhere that they want. Unless they 
themselves stop that process.” Empowering students and those around Chloe was not only part of 
her vocational identity but part of her very being.  
Life Domain Factors 
I asked Chloe to elaborate on the concept of multiculturalism because I felt that it was an 
element of the identity that we had not explored. “I think multicultural is very important. And it's 
very important that teachers not only accept, but expose their students to multi cultures, because 
that's where we live, right? Yeah, very, very insular culture, and internationalism and all that. 
And it's part of my identity. Because, you know, it's funny that you say that when I came, and I 
learned to speak English, my brother pointed out, he's like, when you talk, when you speak in 
English, why do you have an accent? And I said to him, because I want them to know, I'm not 
American. But basically, what I realized is that when I when I went to Portugal, I wasn't 
Portuguese. And when I was here, I wasn't American. Okay. And I was, at first I was like, ah, but 
then I was like, I'm okay with that. I'm perfectly okay with that.” Chloe had mentioned earlier that 
she had lived aboard. I was intrigued by this part of her life and wanted to see if she felt like 
those experiences had influenced her vocational identity. “Why did I do that? I didn't have to do. 
Right, right, just to get knowledge just to live a different experience. So I put myself in situations 
that I think I'm going to grow and that I'm going to learn from Like the Soviet Union, like 
France, I didn't have to go abroad, right? When I went from New Jersey to Minnesota. I was 
like, Okay, I'm in Minnesota, but I'm still me like, maybe it's because I'm in America. So maybe if 
I go to France, nobody knows me. Maybe I'll be different. So I went to France. I was like, No, I'm 
VOCATIONAL IDENTITY & TEACHER IDENTITY 116 
still quite like, nothing changed. So I just accepted it. This is who I am and move on. I just 
belong. I'm just not like mainstream. Okay, I belong everywhere. Okay. I used to say, I am a 
citizen of the world. Okay. That's how I view myself. I am a citizen of the world. I just, it's hard 
for me to be pegged, or put into a little box. That's hard. Because if you look at me, you don't you 
don't know who I am. Right?” I must have looked either confused or lost because Chloe said, “So 
this is what I'm saying. I can adapt to living in South America and Europe here. I'm like, I'm 
good. very adaptable. citizen of the world. And that's, I guess what I try to expose my students to, 
like a different perspective. Mm hmm. Get them out of their little box.” 
Political/Educational Factors 
At the time of Chloe’s interview, the political landscape had changed. A presidential 
election had just occurred and the results were being hotly contested across all media outlets. I 
was concerned the question might be interpreted through that lens. Fortunately, I was wrong. 
Chloe smiled and said, “I don't play politics. I try to be as professional as possible. To me, 
professionalism is very high online. I always tried to come across and act as a professional, you 
know, I would never overstep my boundaries. And then we go from there, but I keep an eye on 
them in case they need to go to the nurse, they need to go to the bathroom, whatever their need 
is, they need to put their hand up. Can he put his head down? And I said, you could take a nap. 
He was like, What? He was shocked. I said, Yeah, you could take if that's what you need to do 
today. Go right ahead. Right? Right. That a teacher would tell them that he could take a nap. So 
I can read, usually, I can read kids. In terms of my students, I think, just make me want to treat 
them like I would want to be treated. So that golden rule to me is very important. My intuition 
kind of went away for, you know, four years. at it, I still had it, but it wasn't like before college, 
right? Ah, like before college. Then what I noticed is once I started teaching, and I guess the 
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more comfortable I became with teaching, the more it came back, right?”  Chloe equated 
intuition with being able to read kids, to know intuitively what would best serve her students and 
to best reach them. This constant searching and evaluating of circumstance was an element of 
Chloe’s vocational identity. She was constantly looking for ways to improve her pedagogy. 
“What matters to me is the service. Okay. I serve the students.Community is a motivator  but the 
community itself is not a motivator. I think it's the the service that is motivated, right? And the 
community informs me. But again, I go in and out of communities and so the community itself is 
not that important to me. So I got a lot of knowledge and a lot of structure, but then my intuition 
kind of went away for, you know, four years. at it, I still had it, but it wasn't like before college, 
right? Ah, like before college. Then what I noticed is once I started teaching, and I guess the 
more comfortable I became with teaching, the more it came back, right?”  I asked Chloe to 
explain how being multicultural factored into her vocational identity in the classroom. Chloe was 
quick to respond, “So my motivation, I guess it's to help people as well. So I try to, I'm trying to, I 
think I tried to bring different elements of things into the classroom. So for example, right now 
I'm doing multicultural literature, we're using a novel but I'm also promoting the culture. So I 
think because I do different things than the students tend to be more engaged. So culture is very 
important to me. And knowledge is very important to me.” Slowly, the words died in the silence. 
I was tired, my notebook was covered with indecipherable scribbles, boxes and arrows, and my 
pen was starting to leave blotches on the paper. I had one more question for Chloe and I was not 
sure what response I would get. I pawed around in my bag and found another pen. Then I asked 
Chloe about the COVID-19 and the pandemic. I wanted to know, of course, if the pandemic and 
teaching virtually had affected her identity or her classroom.  Chloe responded with what was 
now becoming an identity-driven response. “So, I mean, honestly, my life has not been impacted. 
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So do what I'm doing in class. My kids that are in class, of course, for the most part are doing 
rather well. And then I do the same thing online, as you all know, but the kids online, I don't have 
I can't if there's, there's not that, that connection, that emotional connection with them. Right. 
And that lag back and forth, like I have with the kids that are sitting in front of me, right? I feel 
like they are the ones that are losing out on the face to face experience on the you know, the 
discussions, the laugh that whatever it is we do the special sauce, they're missing out on the 
special sauce. I'm like an orchestra director. So I that you know, I worry, I don't worry about 
myself. I worry about students.” Chloe’s response was dramatically different from either Becca 
or Stella. It was time to end the interview and I thought about the last hour or so that I had spent 
with Chloe. Time had evaporated and the air felt supercharged by the power of her personality. 
She was vibrant with positivity and radiated a strength that was difficult to describe. I asked 
Chloe if she had any final thoughts before I turned off the recorder. Chloe paused for a moment 
and a reflective look swept across her face. “I just think education is the most important thing for 
a person to move socio economic level. And I think education is the way that a person can access 
the things that they want out of life. I think education is the stepping stone to bigger and better 
things. so I just feel like I'm a lifelong learner. I'm always learning, I'm always looking for things 
to learn. And I tell my kids, when you come in here every day, my job is for you to learn 
something new every single day. So I'm passionate about that.” That might be the understatement 




VOCATIONAL IDENTITY & TEACHER IDENTITY 119 
Chloe’s Identity Through Pictures 
Figure 33  
I remembered how our first two interviews had gone so I was ready for the pace of this 
interview. Or at least I thought I was. Chloe pointed to the first picture and said, “This green 
plant represents my family, It’s thriving and lush. And that’s how I see my family, both extended 
and immediate.” I waited for more, but Chloe was moving on. Chloe had described her family, 
especially her parents, as being enormous influences on her life and how they had provided a 
blueprint of hard work and dedication to one’s self and dreams.  
Chloe’s Family 
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Figure 34   
 “The second picture is a pomegranate. And the color red represents my passion for learning.” 
Chloe had often described herself as a lifelong learner and one who was always seeking 
knowledge as is evidenced by later photos. So, while Chloe’s words are sparse, their meaning is 
not lost on this researcher. 
Chloe’s Pomegranate 
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Figure 35    
 “This photo represents structure, my structure, and that is my educational foundation and being 
solid. Now, without these three things (family, passion, and a solid foundation), I don’t think I 
would have had the fortitude or the setup to have become a teacher and stayed in the field for 
over 30 years.” I asked where the photo was taken. Chloe said, “I took it in Manchu Picchu.” 
That makes sense. Chloe is the ultimate world citizen. 
Chloe’s A Solid Foundation 
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Figure 36   
 “This statue is one from my home. It represents power. Not political power but the power of 
knowing yourself, knowing your limits, and knowing har far your can go, and how far you can let 
go to give other people power. I have the power to set my boundaries and define my life 
according to what I want to do, not what others want me to do.” Thinking back to Chloe’s 
interviews, this made sense. She is a force of nature and exudes confidence and power.  
Chloe’s Power 
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Figure 37   
 “This picture is Ganesh, the god of Knowledge in Hinduism. Knowledge is very important to me. 
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Figure 38   
 “So this last one is Krishna, the god of Love. So everything I do, I try to do with love in my 
heart.” And with that, Chloe flipped the page. I stared at this photo for a moment. I thought it 
was interesting that Chloe had chosen to include this symbol of love since she had barely 
mentioned love in our interviews.  
Chloe’s Love 
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Figure 39   
 “Okay, so this one is Self-Relection. It’s my work so I can take a photo of it and let you use it. 
Self-Reflection is very important to me, like, to know who you are. So, I was looking at myself in 
the mirror and drawing what I saw. And I try to do that with whatever knowledge or power or 
love I’m in. I’m surrounding myself with self-reflecting. So, I’m always trying to figure out who I 
am and that’s a neverending road trip. But I just don’t self-reflect. I also reflect on students and 
my teaching and whether my teaching and delivery are hitting the mark. I just try to be a 
reflective as possible.” I thought back to our interview where Chloe would sometimes challenge 
me and my own perceptions about identity. Her questions had encouraged me to be more self-
reflective. Always teaching, always inspiring. 
Chloe’s Self Reflection 
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Figure 40    
 “So, this a raging river. To me, the raging river represents when you have power without that 
necessary reflection. So, power without reflection is just unchecked, raw power that is sometimes 
destructive. And it’s dangerous in most cases. Self-reflection and reflection as a rule keeps power 
in perspective.” I found this to be somewhat symbolic because Chloe herself was like a raging 
river. A force of nature, powerful yet restrained. It matched the vocational identity elements from 
her interviews. 
Chloe’s Raging River 
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Figure 41   
 “So, this picture reminds me that there’s another way of living. And that there’s another way of 
doing things. And just because I don’t know about it doesn’t make it’s not correct. So, the more I 
learn about this culture or any culture, then the more I realize I know nothing. So that’s what I 
try to do. I try to learn different ways of living and thinking and of doing and then just realizing 
that there’s so much out there that I still don’t know. Travel just keeps me humble.” Amen. 
Chloe’s Lady with Llama 
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Figure 42   
I must confess when I first saw this photo, I just looked at Chloe. Chloe stared back at me and I 
felt slightly uneasy. I did not know what this was but Chloe was about to speak. “This is a picture 
of coal (that made sense now) and it reminds me that every child to me is like a piece of coal that 
with time and a lot of work can become a diamond. So, every school opening I get excited 
because I have all these new pieces of coal and I wonder which pieces will turn into diamonds.” 
Chloe’s Coal into Diamonds 
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Figure 43   
 “So I took this picture in Chile. It looks like France but I promise, it’s Chile. Anyway, the smell 
of lavender is one of my favorite scents. It just reminded that me sometimes we need to enjoy the 
sweet smell of success in our lives and the lives of our students, especially when we are so 
instrumental in helping them achieve that success.” I agreed with Chloe. Sometimes, we get so 
wrapped up in the process that we completely miss the end product or results of our labors. I told 
Chloe I was grateful for the reminder. 
Chloe’s The Sweet Smell of Success 
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Figure 44    
 “So, I took this picture. It’s Manchu Picchu. You know, the Lost City of the Incas? Only, that’s 
wrong. It was the Spanish that couldn’t find it so it remained hidden for 500 years and then it 
was rediscovered. So, this picture reminds me that it is important to rediscover what is hidden 
form sight. It reminds me to not just look at what is superficial but to always look beyond the 
surface and discover what is hidden or just beyond what is obvious.” This syncs well with 
Chloe’s vocational identity in that she is constantly learning, seeking, discovering, and 
internalizing what she encounters. 
Chloe’s Machu Picchu 
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Figure 45    
 “So, this is my last picture or my last stand. I am always looking at the distant shore, the future, 
or the next thing in my life. It doesn’t mean I am not satisfied with my life now but I know there is 
always more and that I should be aware of that something more. Whether it’s in education or my 
personal life doesn’t matter, I am always looking forward. Still self-reflecting but my vision 
remains firmly on the future.” I thanked Chloe for her time, her energy, and her dedication of 
more than 30 years to our vocation. I really had enjoyed my time with her. I gathered my things 
and walked out of the school, knowing that the energy continued and the desire to learn would 
never stop.  
Chloe’s Always Looking to the Future 
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Figure 46   
Figure 46 features Annie’s initial interview in the center surrounded by the quotations that 
emerged during the coding process. The quotes are connected to the codes they are informing by 
the black arrows. Figure 46 shows a high degree of triangulation for the code groups of Identity, 
Life factors, and Contextual Factors. To a lesser degree but still highly relevant are the code 
groups of Personal/Behavioral and Formative Factors. 
Atlas. ti (V9) Overall network view of Annie 
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Figure 47    
Figure 47 shows Annie’s three interviews separately. Each interview is ringed by the quotations 
identified during the coding process. The blue lines connect the interviews back to the codes they 
inform. The black arrows show the density and high degree of triangulation that exists between 
each interview and specific codes and the respective code groups. The more black arrows 
arriving at a specific code indicates its relevancy to the story of Annie. In Annie’s case, the 
preponderance of black arrows arrive at the code groups of Identity, Life Factors, and Contextual 
Factors and to lesser degree, Personal/Behavioral and Formation Factors. This data is supported 
by Annie’s story.  
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Figure 48    
Figure 48 depicts Annie’s three interviews in the center. This figure demonstrates that Annie’s 
three interviews were equally informative and how well each interview relates to codes 
emanating from the code groups. Figure 48 indicates the efficacy of the interview questions and 
the interviews themselves as a lack of blue lines would indicate the interviews were not helpful 
or informative for analysis. 
Atlas. ti (V9) Network view without quotations for Annie 
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Annie’s Story 
It was Thanksgiving Break and school was out. COVID-19 numbers were set to 
skyrocket, and I was worried that the study would be jeopardized by illness or quarantine. Annie 
was my last interview, and I was both excited and nervous to finish this phase of the study. I sent 
Annie an email with a Zoom link and waited for what I was sure was going to be a cancellation. 
Instead, I received a reply inviting me for lunch. Baffled, I replied that I would be there, packed 
my interviewing gear (now well-worn and on the third set of batteries) and loaded the address 
into my truck’s navigation system. I pulled up to Annie’s house and sat in the driveway for a 
moment or two. Annie lived in an upscale neighborhood not far from her school. The home was 
modern, its yard immaculate, and was as urbane as a home could be. I gathered my materials, 
said a prayer, and trotted to the front door. Annie was waiting and opened it as I approached. 
Yippy dogs were barking as I walked into the kitchen and waited for directions. Annie was 
dressed in sweats with a college logo and sat at one end of the granite bar. I sat at the other end 
and set up my equipment in the middle. I thanked Annie for the interview, re-established the 
purpose of my study, and asked Annie to tell her story. 
Personal/Behavioral Factors 
Annie had grown up in a small town about two hours west of a major metropolitan area. 
She comes from a very traditional family who are, by all accounts, very close. Annie began with 
a story of perseverance. “So, I really needed to get out of that town to figure out who I was.  So I 
spent two years at the local university because I couldn't get into my dream university out of high 
school. So, then I felt like that would be a huge growing experience for me. And one thing that I 
feel passionate about is that there are children out there who deserved to be in certain colleges 
that don't get in based on, you know, their grades and their test scores and all that. So, I ended 
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up being like, I was there to get in for spring semester, I didn't make it into spring. So, I had to go 
home for the summer. And I think I was down two on the list from getting in. And it was 
heartbreaking. Because I had to then go home, and spend the summer at home and then wait 
until fall to see if they would call me back to see if I would get in and there was a chance that I 
wouldn't get in. My dad is a huge person in my life to always and he taught me you don't give up 
on your dreams, you keep pushing for that. You can do anything if you try. So, I made the best of 
it and worked at a gym all summer, and waited, you know, worked with people and learned how 
to write up contracts and do all that stuff. That was huge, though and teaching me that you don't 
give up. You have to keep trying and you don't. So, um, so yeah, perseverance for sure. And I 
always felt like everything came really hard to me. I have always been that student that had to 
have extra help algebra one and algebra two had to have tutors. And so, I've always been 
passionate about children who need extra that I will always want them to know they can, they 
can persevere too and that's why a lot of times when I have kids in my class that are struggling, 
it's kind of like, I have this feeling like I got to save you, because I know that feeling, you know, of 
not being able to measure up academically.” This experience has shaped Annie’s understanding 
of the classroom and her ability to connect with her students. The experience also forms the 
foundation of her vocational identity. This is evident when we pick up Annie’s story after she has 
graduated and started her first teaching position at a Title I school.  
Contextual Factors 
The school was vastly underserved, had few resources, and a high transient rate. These 
factors are generally a recipe for failing/distracted/behaviorally challenged students. However, 
because of how Annie’s vocational identity was established, these challenges were transformed 
into opportunities. “The teacher that I am today is a lot more confident of a teacher. Being a 
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mother has helped me on that track. To become a really good teacher that understands children, 
I think being a mom has helped a lot with that. One thing with family is like, you're, you've got to 
learn a lot of balance with teaching. Yeah, when you have a family, and you know, this, to be a 
good teacher, you got to have good balance. So, we do a lot of that with our families. Which 
having a family's helped me as a mother and having children and understanding viewpoints. And 
so having a family helps with balancing your job and learning how to do it well, and it also helps 
communicate with other families in what they're going through. I'm very confident now I don't 
think there's anything that could be thrown at me at this point, that would make me not feel good 
about the decisions I make as a teacher for children. I just think I do it really well, based on just 
really learning the craft and feeling good about the relationship component. I'm there for the 
right reasons for them and competent person now.” I asked Annie where she thought this 
confidence and competence originated from given her earlier experiences. “This is experience, 
it's the exposure. And it's the years, the amount of years I've put in. I'm very confident in what I 
do every day with children. Yeah, I think, um, well, for sure. Being a mom has helped me a lot. 
And because you learn a lot of sympathy, a lot of empathy through that only a mother can 
understand.” I had heard the same sentiment from Stella and found that interesting. I nodded and 
Annie continued. “I think there's extra pressure, a lot of times, it doesn't need to be there for 
them to learn and grow. I have neighbors down the road, three doors down in my class, and I 
love it, that's something you have to get thrown into to develop the confidence.”  I asked Annie if 
if it ever went to wrong way in her classroom because it was starting to sound like a utopian 
setting. Annie laughed and told the story of how she had the child of one of the administrators. 
The child was a terror and Annie would sit the admin’s office daily with a list of the child’s 
transgressions for that day. “I thought if I don't lose my job this year, you know, going through all 
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these things, and what we're working on and the strategies we're putting in place. If I can get 
through this, I'm gonna get through anything. I think I'm very calm.” The child came through the 
class fine, and Annie did not lose her job. Later she heard from the administrator who had heaped 
praise on her teaching and calm demeanor. “To me, it really just made me feel really good. 
Because when you hear from somebody else, you know? When they are like, when there are 
challenges, right, handle it calmly and kindly always and that meant a lot to me, because that's 
kind of who I've tried to have in trying to be every day. be that person you know, and who can 
discipline. I think I'm a strong disciplinarian, but I also because of that relationship component 
they want to be there, they want to learn, they want to they want to do more for you because you 
have such a good relationship. And I think that comes from the calmness I am not really a person 
that needs a lot of compliments. But I think when it happens, it's just nice to know that I'm 
meeting that goal for myself. Sure. Like I told you, I'm kind of the glue this you're trying to help 
this. So I feel like I'm I do a very good job keeping everyone calm. I have, you know, I've got five 
years left, and I'm still as passionate as I am. Right. It's real. I love it. I love to see their faces, 
and I love to see the light bulbs going off. And I you know, to me, that's amazing to see. So these 
are the things I knew from myself, which is what you brought up that I knew I could do for them 
because I had already been put through some of that just in a different way. I had, you know, 
supportive family. I learned more in the two years I was there than I have ever learned in my 
whole teaching career. I learned a lot about positive discipline, how to love children, but yet be 
firm and rooted in your routines and your structure.” Like Stella, Annie taught elementary 
school children, specifically kindergarten. The same elements of identity were manifesting 
themselves in the narrative of Annie as they did with Stella. Again, structure and routine were 
essential to their ability to teach content and practice effective classroom management. “Routine 
VOCATIONAL IDENTITY & TEACHER IDENTITY 139 
instruction and structure for me is huge for teaching. Because I feel like kids thrive in that type of 
environment.”  
Life Domain Factors 
I asked Annie if there were any other elements that she felt were part of her vocational 
identity as a teacher. Annie quickly responded, “I could provide a relationship that made them 
feel like they were going to be successful, and that I cared about them more than anything. I feel 
like their behaviors, knowing that we had a good relationship, that I was always going to be 
happy with what they did, you know, and made them more excited and enthusiastic with to learn 
anything that we were doing. If you can't form those relationships, there's not going to be any 
teaching that's going to be productive. It's always been the relationships, because I've always felt 
like I couldn't teach them unless I had that. That is a huge, if I'm going to toot my horn on 
something, that's something I'm good at. I just have a personality that pulls kids in at that age. 
And they love me, which is, you know, it's not always perfect, I have to work at it. But eventually, 
I will get them on my side.” I asked Annie if she explain what structure and routine meant to her 
through the lens of her identity. Annie thought for moment. “Everything is very, very routine. We 
don't go. We don't veer from the routine. I am a little bit of a perfectionist with my room. I think I 
like things very clean. I like things a certain way. Everything has to be in its place. I just like my 
desk to be very clean. Like everything is very like in its place. I like for them to know what comes 
next. Like there's a lot of things in the elementary setting that we overprepare. We overdo 
everything. So to make you have to write 12 minutes long, you know, you know, you have to do 
something all the time. And they have to be excited, you know? Everything has to be cute. 
Presentation is super important. If it's not cute, or it's not pretty to the eyes, I won't like it. I 
always think everyone should have on some lip gloss. A little bit of mascara and all that when 
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you're talking about when you're out in the house, you know? My house is minimal. I throw a lot 
away. I'm not a hoarder, you know. Don't need a ton of stuff. You just need it to look nice with 
what you have.” I looked around. Annie’s home was beautifully decorated and reflected the calm 
demeanor of its owner. Muted colors and different textures came together to create a soothing 
retreat from the outside world. Annie continued, “We put a lot of pressure on ourselves to make 
everything be what we think it needs to be. Make them be excited, so that they'll continue down 
that path. So I mean, and I don't know how to really explain that, but like, crappy you know in 
one year, they're not going to be excited to go to the next grade level. That's how we spend our 
days is trying to figure out how can we make this exciting? How can we make that How can this 
be something that's eye catching? And then how do we hook them so that we keep them engaged? 
It is like we are our wheels turn even at night. We're trying to sleep and we still got wheels 
turning. It’s exhausting for sure.” It was clear that Annie’s understanding of identity was deeply 
rooted in the concept of appearance. This did not make her a shallow or vain person but rather 
more aware of how others might perceive her pedagogical efficacy. Annie lived in the 
community in which she taught, and her children attended the local schools. It made sense that 
Annie would be highly cognizant of the community’s perception of her. “But if there's one thing 
that I always want, it's for those parents of those young children to feel comfortable with us. So I 
always want them to say hey, she did her best for my son or my daughter. So I feel like we, you 
know, I've built a reputation, for sure. And in the community I'm living in and working in. And I 
think the good reputation because I get what they're going through. I have a lot of conversations 
with families where they're frustrated over their child's behavior, or traded with the internal 
struggles, whatever's going on. I feel like I have a therapy session sometimes. I don't feel like I'm 
just a teacher, I feel like I'm a counselor. I get that. I went through that with my son, or those 
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stories and those things helped me help them, you know?” Annie stopped for a moment and a 
reflective look flashed across her face. Whatever she was going to say was important. Annie 
wanted me to understand that teaching these children also meant teaching life lessons. It was not 
just ABC’s or simple addition. Annie pointed out, “And so that, you know, little lessons learned 
in those books is just because that's building relationships. So I think, for sure we learn a lot 
through just how you should treat others. You know, how do you teach that to children? How do 
you get them to be kind and accept one another for who they are that kind of thing, right? I think 
we're teaching little lessons like that, um, you know, we're not getting mad, and we're not sending 
them to the office, but we're teaching them because they don't know. I'm always trying to fix all 
this before they move on.” I looked at my notebook. A hopeless mass of arrows, boxes, and 
underlined phrases stared back at me. Annie has a presence about her. It is a bit mesmerizing. 
When Annie is speaking, it is difficult to do much else other than to just listen. My notes were 
going to take some serious work. I was about to move to the next questions when Annie said, 
“The one thing that they always say, and I think this goes back to just those experiences is that 
I'm the calmest most easygoing person. Nothing gets me upset. Nothing stresses me out kind of 
teacher. And so I think yeah, that's where that all goes back to I think I learned it early on, and I 
learned how to deal with it. You know, and now things aren't a big deal to me anymore things. 
Oh, well, that's just this…let me do it.  I think I just feel very confident in young children. Now, 
second, first kindergarten, any day of the week, I can teach those grades not even third. And But 
yeah, I think it's kind of a combination. Because I do think there's always going to be a little bit 
of insecurity in me from that, that time where I didn't ever feel like I was measuring up.” I was 
needing to move to the next question, but I wanted to know if Annie could think of a moment 
where her vocational identity was challenged or pushed to its limit. Annie laughed and told a 
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truly frightening story. “There was a little boy that was crying and just having a bad day 
altogether and I thought, you know, I got down on my hands and knees to like try to calm him. 
And then he just had and I should have had the pencil and taken out of his hand but that I didn't 
and that's something you don't learn until you're experienced in it. And the next thing I know I 
think he went all the way up my nose with that pencil and I was in tears, you know, and I thought 
that day I thought, okay, I can't do this anymore. Not gonna do this. This is you know, lucky that 
I’m not dead. So, I called my dad and he talked me off the ledge as he did everything that was 
challenging, you know, not getting into this school right away, and then not getting into my 
dream school and having to go into the local university and knowing that was going to be my 
plan. And I, I feel like that was probably the most challenging day, because I, in that moment was 
like, I don't even know what to do with behaviors like this, you know, who does and, and I was 
always somebody that wanted to figure out, always want to fix things and figure them out. Yes. 
Because then anything after that was not as challenging to me. And I knew I could get through 
anything after that.’ I stared at Annie. I probably would have quit. Perseverance indeed. 
Political and Educational Factors 
 Lunch was finished and Annie passed me a slice of Key Lime Pie. It was the week of 
Thanksgiving, so calories didn’t count. I took the first bite and considered the next question. I 
asked Annie to discuss the climate of her school through the lens of political and educational 
factors. Annie asked me to clarify and I outline the same framework I had for the other 
participants from the federal level down to the building principal. Annie nodded thoughtfully. 
She, like the other participants, had not considered this aspect of their vocational identity or what 
effect these factors might have. “I'm a better teacher when I feel supported. I had like an eight 
year deal under someone that I didn't feel supported. And I don't think I was as good of a teacher 
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during that time, because I didn't look forward to being in the building that much during that 
time. If they're not supportive, it's hard to feel like you're doing the best you can do.” I nodded 
here as this was a sentiment found in the research. It was not uncommon for a teacher to have at 
least one poor experience with administration.  Annie continued, “You want to do it for the 
families, but you also want to do it for them. I mean, it all plays into it, right? When you feel like 
you're under a microscope, and you're not being trusted, and that person could care less really 
how you're doing every day or, you know, that's going to not make you as good of a teacher.” I 
asked Annie if she was teaching from a position of being scared or harassed. “Those eight years I 
had was one of the hardest things. There were times where I did not want to teach. And I have 
brought this part up because I do love teaching so much. It made me a worst teacher. I did not 
feel like I was doing as good because we didn't feel supported, you know, or I didn't feel 
supported.” I asked Annie what the long-term effect was on her vocational identity as she now 
understood it. “Oh, it's strengthened big time. Okay, like, it's so crazy. Because when you're 
going through it, you think it's the most horrible thing ever? Sure. You think how am I going to 
get through this? you're not doing something you're not supposed to be doing. You know, and I 
think those things you're left with, right? Situations that you had to learn from. It does make you 
stronger that because you've learned how to even be a better teacher. Because if those negative 
experiences those looking back like, yeah, I mean, I learned from it, it made me stronger. So 
maybe it wasn't a bad experience than I needed. I need you to like me. That's okay. Right? Doing 
what's right for these kids and these families. And I don't think you're hearing complaints. So, if 
I'm okay with what I'm doing here, but you're not, I can learn to live with that. I think to some 
degree, I was a pleaser for a while, and I'm not so much anymore. Like, now I know, okay, I'm 
confident in what I'm doing. Like, I don't need to be a pleaser, you know, I'm not gonna be that 
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person. Like, I'm just gonna take this as a learning experience. And I'm going to be strong. And I 
did learn, I actually did learn a lot from all of that for those years.” I told Annie our time 
together was coming to an end and that I had one question left. Annie smiled and I asked how 
COVID-19 and the pandemic had affected her vocational identity in the classroom and her 
effectiveness as a teacher. Annie, like other participants, looked sad and weary at the mention of 
the pandemic. To Annie’s credit, she did not mention it during the rest of the interview. But I had 
asked and Annie felt obligated to answer. “Yep. I am not tech savvy at all, like, I beyond sending 
an email and maybe making one smart lesson here and there. That's right. So I think that the way 
that COVID there's a lot of ways, I mean, there's a lot of things but one of the biggest thing that 
brought me to tears, and I never get stressed. I had shed tears because so much was being 
thrown at us those first couple weeks. Yes, I was not a tech savvy person at all. Now, I feel like 
I'm very tech savvy, and nothing scares me anymore. Right screen I'll go look for stuff. Well. You 
want to run a corporate meeting? I'll help you with that. You know, I can't do it for you. But I can 
say I think I'm the tech part of it is what I've learned the most. In the end, I think it made us 
stronger as teachers because you can't leave a kindergartener on a screen, you have to be there 
to assist them.” As I turned off my recorder and gathered up the bits of interviewing equipment, I 
thanked Annie many times. For lunch, for her honesty, and for letting me see into the world of a 
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Annie’s Identity through Pictures 
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Figure 50    
 “So, I treat my students like they are my own children. I mean, they are so little, right? You know, 
I talked a lot during my interviews about how being a mother is a huge part of my identity and it 
shows up in my classroom. And the kids in my classroom, they’re not just my students, they 
become part of my heart and that goes back to the relationship element of me.” Great advice. 
Annie’s Mothering  
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Figure 51    
 “So, I think leadership starts with examples, so I made these little certificates and give them 
awards being leaders or for showing initiative in the classroom. I give them jobs in the 
classroom and while we are moving from one location to the next, like the Media Center or the 
cafeteria.” I asked Annie what the reactions were from the kids. She smiled. “Some kids think it’s 
a huge deal and others not so much. But it’s important so I do it.” Annie struggled early in her 
academic career and that struggle made its way into identity. It won’t happen in her classroom. 
Annie’s Leadership in the classroom 
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Figure 52  
 “I had to crop the top but these are kids that are graduating but started in my classroom back in 
kindergarten. It’s just gratifying that I was a part of their learning process. Community is very 
important to me and these boys represent part of that community that I helped create.” Family. 
Annie’s Extended Community 
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Figure 53    
 “These are a couple of the books I use in my classroom to teach differences and friendship. 
Those life skills are just so desperately needed in the world today, so I use these cute little stories 
to get kids to see the goodness in each other and be tolerant of each other’s differences. I love to 
read to the kids and story time is just a part of the kindergarten experience, right? This picture 
speaks to Annie’s vocational identity of inclusion, nurturing, and kindness. 
Annie’s Friendship in the classroom 
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Figure 54    
 “An AP teacher had his kids create Christmas stories and illustrate picture books. Then, the kids 
came over and read to the kindergarteners. It was a really cool experience for all of us and the 
kids, both young and old, loved the experience. This story was one of inclusion and acceptance. 
Just a great message.” 
Annie’s Character in the classroom 
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Figure 55  
 “I like to make sure that kindergarten remains fun and just a happy place, not just school work. 
So, a big part of this season is creating crafts and making cute little decorations and other 
things. These things teach the kids counting, lets them use their hands, and in the end, they have 
a product to be proud of. So, it’s a cool thing for them to get to do.” 
Annie’s Creativity and fun in the classroom 
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Figure 56  
 “Sometimes what looks like an activity is really hard for some of these children. So, 
perseverance is a big thing in kindergarten. Kids have got to learn, and they have to learn that 
not everything is easy or makes sense the first time. I always try to make some of the hard stuff 
fun. Crafts help.”  
Annie’s Perseverance/Developing work ethic in the classroom 
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Figure 57  
 “This is my work area. I like things to stay neat, structured, and organized. I can’t stand my desk 
to be messy or have things all over it. I think the kids look at my desk and see me as organized 
and neat maybe want to be the same way. I spend a lot of time at school so it makes sense that I 
want my area to be bright and inviting.” 
Annie’s Presentation/Appearance 
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Figure 58    
 “This is me and my team during planning. We are a super collaborative group and we really rely 
on each other to keep lessons engaging and standards-based. We are always innovating and 
thinking of new ways to present the material that might engage all the young learners we have 
sitting at our feet. It’s hard work but because of my team, administration, and community, it’s 
worth it.” 
Annie’s collaboration with PLC 
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Main Findings Across Participants 
This study began with the following research question and topical considerations: How 
do teachers create and maintain their vocational identities in the PreK-12th grade setting? 
Additionally, participants were asked about the following topical considerations regarding the 
formation of their vocational identities: Personal/behavioral factors that influence and affect the 
creation of teacher identity, contextual factors that influenced and affected the maintenance of 
teacher identity and motivation, life domain factors, and finally political/educational factors. 
There were three emergent themes that became evident from the data. These themes are 
derived from the codes within the code groups of Identity, Formation, and Contextual Factors. 
The remaining five code groups certainly contributed to the strength of the study, but it was these 
three code groups that provided the most insight into the identities of Becca, Molly, Stella, Chloe 
and Annie. These identities were explored through two interviews and one photo elicitation 
interview. The participants provided insight into how they formed their vocational identities and 
how they maintained their identity in the classroom and amid a worldwide pandemic. Becca 
shared her story of loss, hurt, and a desire to be inclusive and how those factors shaped her 
identity into the teacher she is today. Molly withdrew from the study but not before she shared 
her story and the one incident in her life that had put her in the classroom she is in today. Stella 
spoke of playing school as a young girl, even keeping a grade book, and taking attendance, to 
traveling from New Jersey to Mobile where she taught kids that, in her words, “she just wanted 
to take home and love on.” Chloe, our world traveler, spoke of immigrating from Portugal and 
having teachers as the most positive role models in her life, igniting a love for learning and 
showing her the way to the career she loves today. And finally, Annie spoke of struggling herself 
to find her way academically and how teachers never gave up on her and how those experiences 
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and interactions help her to teach the kindergarteners who now thrive in her class. The data 
shows emergent themes that will be thoroughly discussed in Chapter 5 as well as implications for 
further research. 
Triangulation of Data 
Creswell (2014) suggests triangulation in qualitative research starts with a rigorous 
examination of the data collection practices, data analysis procedures, and the resulting data 
itself. This examination is used to ensure a consistent application of techniques across all phases 
of the study. Triangulation results from emergent themes being developed from the resultant data 
findings and how well those themes are supported within the data sets. In this study, there is a 
strong triangulation within the eight code groups and their respective individual codes. This 
triangulation is evident by the co-occurrence of codes within each participants’ narrative and the 
density of the data models that resulted for the data analysis using Atlas ti. (V.9).  Graphs from 
the remaining code groups is provided in the Appendices of this study. 
The following figures are examples of the strength of the triangulation properties for this 
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Figure 59    
The outer ring is comprised of quotations derived from the coding process. The interviews from 
the five participants are labeled inside the sphere. The blue squares in the center are the 
Contextual Codes. The black arrows that radiate from those codes inform the quotations. The 
density of the black arrows indicated a high degree of triangulation. 
Triangulation-Contextual Factors 
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Figure 60  
Figure 60 shows all quotations derived from the coding process that are associated with the 
Formation code group. Within the center of the sphere are the codes inside the Formation Code 
Group. The black arrows that travel from the quotations inform the destination codes. An 
extremely high degree of triangulation has been achieved with this code group as is noted by the 
sheer density of the black arrows. 
Triangulation of Formation 
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Figure 61    
Figure 61 shows all the quotations associated with the code group of Identity. Inside the sphere 
are the codes that inform the quotations represented on the outer ring. The black arrows that 
travel from the quotations to the associated codes are representative of the relevancy of this code 
group. An extremely high level of triangulation has been achieved within this code group as is 
evidenced by the number of black arrows, and the density of the model. 
Triangulation of Identity 
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Chapter 5: Discussions, Conclusions, and Implications 
Stuart closed the last box and wrestled it into the cabinets that lined the back of his 
classroom. In a normal year, Stuart would have spent hours taking items off the walls and 
packaging up items that made his room livable for 9 months of the year. Of course, there was 
nothing normal about this year with the pandemic and the advent of virtual learning. Stuart 
closed the cabinet and heard the satisfying click of the lock engaging. He slowly walked back to 
his now mostly empty desk and sat down heavily on his worn office chair. Stuart was tired and 
ready for a break. His colleagues walked the halls with a grim determination to just make it to 
the final bell and summer vacation. He thought about the last conversation he had with the new 
teacher regarding what he learned about vocational identity and how important it was to 
recognize how that identity was formed and what it took to maintain it. He thought she 
understood but to be honest, it was so complex and so unique to every individual, Stuart didn’t 
know if anyone could really understand what being a teacher was all about. He smiled and stood 
up. Stuart knew who he was in the classroom and how he got here. He also knew that his identity 
was as unique as his fingerprints. Stuart slid a final folder into his worn messenger bag, took a 
long look around the now barren classroom and walked to the door. He would be back in the fall, 
ready to go, but first, there was summer, and with that, Stuart turned out the lights and headed 
home. 
Introduction 
Vocational identity is by its very nature, unique. Like many concepts, there is no “one 
size fit all” or an “off the shelf” applicable theory that addresses the complexity of the topic. 
While the formation of vocational identity has characteristics that can be identified and studied, 
how those characteristics are manifested by educators is a unique presentation. This chapter 
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discusses how Becca, Molly, Stella, Chloe, and Annie manifested their vocational identities and 
explicates the shared characteristics as determined by the initial research question and the 
subsequent topical considerations. Limitations of the findings are discussed as are the 
relationships of the findings to previous literature and theory. This chapter also addresses 
implications for future research and contextual implications. The chapter concludes with my 
comments on the research itself, chosen methodology, and how the stories of Becca, Molly, 
Stella, Chloe, and Annie will help shape the identities of future educators as they have helped 
shape my own vocational identity. 
Discussion of findings 
This study found its beginning in my own life and personality. My Type-A personality 
and motivation to succeed was both a positive force and an intellectual wrecking ball. Like many 
researchers and their research, this inquiry process was personal, and I wanted to understand this 
part of my identity. That desire to understand identity was the genesis of the research question 
that has guided this research since the beginning.  My research question of “how do teachers 
create and maintain their vocational identities in the PreK-12th grade setting?” led to the 
development of the four areas of topical consideration. I thought personal and behavioral factors 
might play a role in the development of vocational identity and I also thought that contextual 
factors would shape the development as well. Life domain factors and political and educational 
factors rounded out my topics of consideration and were established as structured elements of 
my interview process and the study itself. 
This inquiry had five participants that were purposefully chosen to represent the 
educational spectrum. The study featured a kindergarten teacher, a 2nd grade teacher, a 7th/8th 
grade Spanish teacher, a 10th grade ELA teacher, and finally a teacher who taught special needs 
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children in an inclusion setting. I conducted an initial interview with each participant where I 
asked the research question. Those interviews were then followed up with another round of 
interviews where I explored the topical factors that comprised the vocational identity formation 
process. Finally, I explored the participants’ vocational identities through photographs taken by 
the participants themselves. Chapter three highlighted the data collection and chapter four 
explained the data analysis with all manner of exciting graphics, tables, and figures and showed 
how strong the triangulation of data was across the study. The data analysis has revealed 
vocational identity as a personalistic, progressive and polymorphic construct which aligns well 
with the multiple definitions found in the literature. 
Elewar et.al., (2018) defines teacher identity as “a psychological attachment to the 
teaching profession” (p. 294). Berger and Le Van (2019) define teacher identity as “how teachers 
view themselves as teachers and how they are recognized as such” (p. 164).  Olsen (2012) writes 
that teacher identity is not an identity; rather, “it is both a process and a product” (p. 1123). This 
was the understanding of teacher identity that I had when this study began. As with much of the 
previous research, these definitions fall short of the complexity of a vocational identity. Indeed, 
all three of the above definitions address the manifestation of the vocational identity itself but do 
not address the formation of those identities. This study followed a qualitative narrative design 
and as such, the stories of the participants were analyzed for commonalities that would show 
emergent correlative themes. The four topical factors (personal/behavioral, life domain, 
contextual, and political/educational) delved further into the formation of vocational identity. 
What remains then is a question of clarity. It should be noted that Molly withdrew from the study 
after the first interview. While her interview was included in chapter four and the overall data 
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analysis, no information can be discerned beyond what that interview. As such, exposure to 
Molly’s story in chapter five will be limited.  
Personal/Behavioral Factors 
Becca and Annie shared similar experiences in the formation of their vocational identities 
as described in their narratives. Becca knew she wanted to be a teacher from a young age but 
suffered through a traumatic childhood that altered that dream until a positive interaction with a 
teacher. Annie knew she too wanted to be a teacher from an early age but struggled academically 
as did Becca. In both cases, Becca and Annie established their vocational identities within the 
classroom through interactions with colleagues, students, and administration. Annie expressed a 
deep sense of establishing her vocational identity as she navigated the first few years of her 
career working with economically disadvantaged children and struggling herself to understand 
the best way to reach them. Annie’s sense of nurturing and dedication was furthered when she 
had children of her own. Becca’s vocational identity as a third-year teacher is, by her own 
account, still under construction. What is certain for Becca is that her vocational identity is 
distinctly different from that of her personal identity. Becca is the only participant who expressed 
this sentiment. The other three participants (Stella, Chloe, and Annie) expressed their belief that 
their vocational identities as teachers were so dominant, it was the identity most manifested 
outside the classroom. Stella has 27 years in the classroom, Chloe has 30+ years, and Annie has 
26 years in the classroom. All are married and have children of their own, a factor mentioned by 
Stella, Chloe, and Annie as being influential in their vocational identity development. Stella 
expressed her belief that she did not really understand what it meant to be a teacher and love 
children unconditionally until she became a mother herself.  Chloe, with over 30 years in the 
classroom, expressed a similar belief but furthered her personal/behavioral framework by 
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showing her multiculturalism as a factor in the development of her vocational identity. Chloe 
saw herself as a world citizen and thus focused on a much broader scope than the other 
participants. Much of her interview was spent traveling the world through her lived experiences 
and sharing the perspectives that only interacting with different cultures could bring.  Chloe, like 
Becca, had suffered a childhood trauma of a different nature and this too helped to shape her 
vocational identity. Chloe said she had never thought about becoming a teacher (she was an art 
major) but that the people in her life that she had admired the most were teachers. This positive 
interaction with a teacher at a young age is an emergent theme that manifested itself through this 
study. Four of five participants expressed a connection to a teacher in their formative years that 
showed them the vocation in a positive light. Annie did not express this theme specifically. 
Instead, Annie specified her father as being a positive force in her life and she says that 
interaction shaped (and continues to influence) her vocational identity. In many ways, Annie’s 
theme matches that of Chloe, Molly, and Stella. Molly’s interaction with a teacher during high 
school perhaps shaped more than just her vocational identity with the caring and understanding 
shown to Molly. Molly continues to have contact with this teacher and that again speaks volumes 
to the influential nature of the relationship.  
The personal/behavioral factors in which Becca, Stella, Molly, Chloe, and Annie 
developed their vocational identities gave rise to the emergent theme of early interaction. It is not 
uncommon for teacher candidates to express a memory of a teacher as a deciding factor to enter 
the field. However, the difference in this study was the level to which that interaction was 
explored as a contributing factor to the establishment of vocational identity. For Becca, the 
interaction with her 1st grade teacher during a horrific childhood showed her love and 
compassion. Later, during a high school AP class, Becca learned from her teacher that one could 
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be rigorous with content and kind with words. Stella did not express a connection to any specific 
teacher because Stella, from a very early age, was a teacher as she stated in her narrative. Chloe, 
on the other hand, flatly stated the people she admired most growing up (other than her parents) 
were teachers. While she had not planned to enter the field, when Chloe became a teacher, she 
referred to those teachers as her role models. Annie, like Stella, did not mention a teacher as her 
muse but rather it was her father (in many ways, the same concept). The five participants share 
this common thematic element as personal/behavioral factors influencing their vocational 
identities. 
Contextual Factors 
Ten key contextual codes emerged during the Open Coding process as described in 
chapter three. Of these 10 codes, four codes saw an extremely high co-occurrence rate 
throughout the study.  
Table 2 
The co-occurrence table shows associations between two codes when they are either coding the 
same quotation (pieces of text) or they are coding quotations that are touching each other in some 
way (i.e., within, enclosing, and overlapping). These four codes were as follows: Contextual 
Challenges, Contextual Classroom Challenges, Contextual Interaction Factors, and Contextual 
Life Experiences. 
Co-Occurrence Table generated in Atlas.ti (V9) 
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Figure 62  
This Sankey diagram shows a visual representation of the co-occurrence of codes that emerged 
during Open coding and are mentioned above.   
Sankey Diagram generated in Atlas.ti 
 
Becca, Molly, Stella, Chloe, and Annie were purposefully chosen for this study because of their 
diverse backgrounds. It was my assertion that the more diverse the background of my 
participants, the more contextually rich their stories and lived experiences would be. Indeed, this 
proved to be the case. Because of the diverse backgrounds, the study ranged across a 
multigenerational spectrum and added to the informative nature of the narrative. Becca was the 
youngest of the participants and had been in the classroom for three years at the time of the 
study. Chloe was the oldest of the participants and had been in the classroom for more than 30 
years. Fertile ground lay between the two for research and exploration of vocational identity. 
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Molly had only been teaching a year when I interviewed her but was older than Becca and only 
presented one interview so again, Molly’s impact was minimal on the study. Both Stella and 
Annie had been in the classroom for 25+ years but had started at the age of 22 so were still 
relatively young. I surmised, given the large span of years between my participants, that the 
contextual factors that influenced their vocational identities would be vastly different. 
Becca, Stella, and Annie identified strongly with contextual factors identified within the 
coding process. Becca, a third-year ELA teacher, has been affected severely by the pandemic and 
what the safety protocols published by her district have forced her to do with the physical space, 
i.e. social distancing between desks. Becca also has an identity that is deeply rooted in 
authenticity and connectedness. Both vocational identity elements have been compromised by 
virtual learning and by proxy, altered Becca’s physical context. Her classroom had to change 
along with her instructional delivery and her interaction with students either in the virtual 
environment or face to face was dramatically disrupted. Becca has shared that she does not 
accept loss well due to past trauma and this contextual shift for her newly formed vocational 
identity was devastating. Stella, like Becca, thrives on the contextual interactions she receives 
from her 2nd graders. Stella’s vocational identity is firmly entrenched in the contextual bedrock 
of organization, structure, and nurturing. Her classroom is full of manipulatives, bins of arts and 
crafts, and other hands-on items that stimulate the young minds she teaches every day. Stella’s 
organizational and structural identity is, in her own words, “who I am both in the classroom or at 
home.” When the context changes or shifts for Stella and she is not in control, her vocational 
identity is put under pressure to compensate for that change. The three pillars of her identity 
(organization, structure, and nurturing) are not malleable; therefore, Stella feels that she loses her 
efficacy as a teacher when she is forced to compensate for any contextual changes. Stella 
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recovers quickly but that recovery comes with an extreme cost of mental and emotional 
exhaustion. Annie and Becca both teach elementary school and Annie teaches kindergarten. 
Annie is nurturing, loving, and considers the students as her own. As is the case with Stella, 
Annie’s vocational identity is closely aligned with organization and structure factors. However, 
for Annie, her vocational identity is deeply rooted in the nurturing and loving factors associated 
with identity. Annie has taught kindergarten for much of her career and believes deeply in the 
concept of being connected to these students, their families, and her community. Annie’s ability 
to compensate for contextual changes, however, seems to be more robust and she is more able to 
address the challenges that have been part of her past year. Annie’s vocational identity was 
forged by her own personal academic struggles and challenges but was always supported by her 
father, the teacher figure in Annie’s world that provided inspiration and a source of stability for 
me. This relationship might also be the genesis for the nurturing element of Annie’s identity that 
is most readily apparent when Annie spoke of her ability to better understand the motivation of 
parents when Annie became a parent herself. Conversely, Chloe’s vocational identity was born in 
a world of change and thus Chloe has thrived in this environment. Chloe’s vocational identity is 
built around the factors of multiculturalism, professionalism, culture, and life experiences. Chloe 
emigrated to the United States when she was seven and has been in a contextual flux ever since 
her arrival. While many people might see this flux as synonymous with chaos, Chloe sees her 
context of teaching language and culture as a segue to explain the world through the eyes of a 
world citizen. Chloe is a force of nature and possesses a strong life force. She has traveled the 
world, studied, and lived among those who practice faiths far different than her own, studied art, 
and taught for over 30 years in a variety of settings to both adults and small children. Of all the 
participants, Chloe’s vocational identity is probably the strongest and most identifiable. When 
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interviewing Chloe, it was easier than not to forget taking notes and just listen to this well-lived 
professional. Her students tell her that she should have been a motivational speaker and having 
spent more than two hours with her, I would agree. Chloe’s belief about the vocation of teaching 
is that teaching is indeed a vocation or in her words, “you either have it or you don’t.” It is 
dangerous to dismiss Chloe as bombastic or arrogant. She is neither. Chloe is driven, motivated, 
smart, and sure that she knows far too little of the world around her and therefore must continue 
to learn and gain knowledge and wisdom every chance she gets. Chloe’s vocational identity is 
fueled by the insatiable desire of a lifelong learner. Throughout our time together, this was the 
theme of Chloe’s vocational identity. Always learning, always experiencing became Chloe’s 
mantra early in life and it’s clear the mantra still rings true. 
Life Domain Factors 
As this study was being conducted, the COVID-19 pandemic was wreaking havoc across 
the globe. Becca, Molly, Stella, Chloe, and Annie were not immune from its effects and were 
trying to navigate a new pedagogical landscape that was being developed in situ. There was no 
way to escape the effects of the pandemic and it affected each of the participants in a different 
way. The vocational identities of each participant have been described and supported through 
Personal/Behavioral and Contextual Factors. While most of those factors were, in some way, 
controllable by the participants, the pandemic established its own set of rules. While teachers 
follow the rules set by their districts, the rules dictated by the pandemic and the health authorities 
kept changing. This constant upheaval in the daily life of Becca, Annie, and Stella has proven to 
have lasting effects. After exploring the vocational identities of these participants, it is apparent 
that Becca, Stella, and Annie did not need to test positive for COVID-19. COVID-19 had already 
found them. 
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Becca, the youngest of the participants, has experienced being quarantined herself and 
watching most of her class being quarantined at various times throughout the school year. Becca 
teaches 10th grade, and the concept of social distancing is not one easily understood by a 
teenager. As a result, Becca’s vocational identity is constantly being challenged by yet another 
new norm as her classes come and go off quarantine or students recover from illness themselves. 
It was not uncommon for 8-12 students a day being removed from Becca’s classes during the 
pandemic’s height while she is actively teaching only to see those same students virtually within 
the hour due to quarantine. Becca was at her breaking point during our last interview and had 
spoke of leaving the profession while the pandemic resolves itself and the education system 
regains its footing. It was clear these life factors of the pandemic and the shifting nature of 
education were causing great damage to Becca’s fledgling vocational identity. I hope she stays 
the course as she is an excellent educator. Stella and Annie are too close to retirement to make a 
move like Becca. In many ways, this is a worse scenario because not only are Stella and Annie 
trapped in the ever-changing landscape of COVID-19, but they are also trapped by their years of 
experience and dedication to teaching. The major difference, however, between these participants 
is the formation of their vocational identities and how well those identities are designed to 
weather a storm such as a pandemic. Stella and Annie developed their vocational identities long 
ago and have been nurturing those identities for decades. This nurturing is described within the 
context of life domains. Both Annie and Stella have clearly stated motherhood as a major 
element of their vocational identities. Both are married and have large support systems that help 
them navigate the daily onslaught of change. Finally, both participants are significantly older 
than Becca. As with many things in life, age does afford the identity itself time to mature and 
grow with each new life experience.  
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Political and Educational Factors 
The final factor considered during this study was that of political and educational factors. 
As this study was being conducted, a bitter presidential election was being contested, American 
citizens were feeling disenfranchised, and the ever-present pandemic was killing people by the 
thousands. It was easy to be discouraged by the news and the political landscape. When I 
presented this question to my participants, I was careful to define my purposes and intent. I was 
not asking their political affiliation or their college GPA. I wanted to know if their political 
environment (federal, state, local, district, building, classroom) was a factor in the development 
of their vocational identity. The same framework and defining of that framework applied to the 
educational aspect of the question in that I wanted to know if the educational system in which 
they taught (virtual, hybrid, face to face) was a factor in the development of their vocational 
identity. There was some overlap in this question with the life domain factors and I appreciated 
the participants working to separate the two elements. 
Surprisingly, this factor did not garner much reaction with my participants. Instead, Stella 
and Annie both shared experiences where they had been targeted by administration during their 
careers for no apparent reason. This targeting resulted in both educators being deeply affected by 
an outside force and they were powerless to mitigate the pressure or the resulting damage. Stella 
had even considered leaving the profession for a time because the perceived harassment was 
starting to affect her health. Before Stella could resign, however, the administrator who was the 
issue was transferred. Stella recalled how she had started to question her pedagogy and her 
instructional prowess. After we had met and the interviews completed, Stella realized that it was 
her vocational identity that was taking the abuse and since her identity is such a powerful part of 
her very being, Stella’s entire sense of self was being challenged. That moment was an epiphany 
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for Stella and I still remember her face and her new understanding of why the incident had 
affected her so deeply. Annie had an experience in much the same way, only the administrator 
that had targeted Annie was even more vindictive and ruthless. After receiving a less than 
satisfactory evaluation, Annie decided she was going to fight back and fight back she did. The 
administrator was transferred, and Annie was able to continue. Again, as with Stella, Annie 
suffered at the hands of an administrator. This was not what Annie’s identity was accustomed to 
and like Stella, Annie’s vocational identity recoiled and suffered damaged. Annie didn’t think 
about quitting but she did consider changing school which for Annie is paramount to quitting. 
Annie’s identity is intricately interwoven with her community and for Annie to give that up 
would require an enormous effort and concession on her part. 
Relationship to Previous Literature 
As a review, Identity Theory was formally introduced by Sheldon Stryker in 1968. 
Stryker is a professor of sociology and thus approaches the creation of identity from that lens. 
The emergence of Identity Theory was derived from family and marriage research and was first 
published in The Journal of Marriage and Family in November 1968. Stryker (1968) posited in 
his theoretical development that “the self must be conceptualized and constructed from diverse 
parts” (p. 559). Within the scope of these parts as described by Stryker (1968), there are familial, 
political, and occupational identities that must be understood as being incorporated into the 
concept of self. Stryker (1968) further states “that the self must be viewed as an organized 
structure” (p. 559). There are two distinct elements of this conceptualized self. The first sense of 
self stems from what Stryker (1968) describes as a hierarchy of salience. Essentially, the self 
makes choices about what is truly important to its survival and well-being and ranks all other 
responsibilities in a hierarchy that it finds manageable. Becca, Stella, Chloe, and Annie were 
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making these choices every day in their classrooms and those choices were helping to shape their 
vocational identities. Becca had to choose how to manage her classroom while teaching in a 
virtual environment, a setting that is an anathema to her vocational identity rooted in authenticity 
and being connected to students. Stella and Annie, who both have vocational identities of 
nurturing, organization, and structure make decisions and choices they know do not satisfy their 
need to feel successful in the classroom, yet the environment demands they do so. Chloe, the 
most dominant vocational identity in the study, has been doing this hierarchical ranking for most 
of her career. The data agreed with Stryker’s (1968) assertion of the self “being an organized 
structure” (p. 559). The participants have very distinct vocational identities, and their identities 
are the causative agent in their pedagogical practice. Stryker (1968) does make a concession in 
that some of the challenges that face the concept of self are purely situational and do not carry a 
formalized structure. The second sense of self as posited by Stryker (1968) was “the self is, by 
definition, a set of responses of an organism to itself” (p. 560). This sense of self was manifested 
by the overuse of the first-person pronoun and the gratification of self through personal 
fulfillment. Stryker (1968) hypothesized that “man’s behavior is vitally affected by affect and by 
wants” (p. 562). If applied to the development of teacher identity, the application was clear. 
Identity was affected by outside forces and by desires and wants. Hogg et. al (1995) further 
suggested that, given the concept of identity salience, the dominant identity would control the 
narrative and prioritize the role most important to its success (or survival) given the situation. In 
chapter four, I shared their stories of how they formed their vocational identities. The connection 
to Stryker (1968) and to Hogg et. al (1995) is strong. The vocational identities of Becca, Stella, 
Chloe, and Annie were definitively shaped by outside forces and continue to be affected by 
factors identified earlier in this study. The benefit of this study is the explication of those outside 
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forces and their resulting impact on the participants’ identities. If the outside forces are known 
and understood, it is possible to mitigate those forces in some way thus limiting their influence. 
Identity theory gave great credence to a person’s commitment to a specified role in their lives or 
profession. In education, one (outside forces) was often out of the control of the teacher while the 
other (desires and wants) was often a by-product of the profession. Another hypothesis made by 
Stryker (1968) was the notion that multiple identities were involved in any given network of 
commitment. These identities (not all in one individual) compete and those that were deemed 
valuable were established on the hierarchy of salience as being important. The data suggests a 
difference here with Stryker (1968). The vocational identities identified were indeed dominant 
within three of the four participants. Indeed, all except Becca stated their vocational identities 
were the same as their other identities, not competing as Stryker (1968) suggests. Becca, a third-
year teacher, has not developed her vocational identity to this degree yet and so her identities do 
indeed compete for bandwidth. Annie and Stella are both elementary school teachers and their 
task is monumental in a normal environment. Their instructional practice is driven by their 
vocational identities which are steeped in nurturing, organization, and structural factors. How 
they choose what is important and what can wait is evaluated through the lens of their identity. 
Stryker (1968) agrees (perhaps unknowingly) with this assertion. Becca, a high school ELA 
teacher, has more freedom but loses that freedom given the outside forces that are in control.  
Identity Theory and Social Identity Theory are similar in many ways and it was the intent 
of this researcher to delineate the differences, however slight, as they were crucial to the 
understanding of how social identity theory was informing our understanding of vocational 
identity. Hogg and Abrams (1988) wrote social identity is “both a perspective and an 
approach…of approaching social psychology” (p. 12). It was further posited by Hogg and 
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Abrams (1988) that social identity was a relationship between sociocultural influences and 
individual forces and affected structures. The familiar phrase of symbolic interactionalism (noted 
earlier in the review) appeared in the literature as well and expressly related back to the concept 
of how the “self itself initially arises and is constantly modified through life by interaction 
between individuals” (p. 15). Hogg and Abrams (1988) further wrote that Social Identity Theory 
“examines the group in the individual” (p. 15). Lastly, Hogg and Abrams (1988) wrote that 
“people derive their identity (their sense of self or self-concept) in great part from the social 
categories to which they belong” (p. 17). The application of this theory to the question of 
vocational identity was clear. Perhaps more than any profession, teaching is a part of a social 
hierarchy, a distinct group with clearly defined individuals yet with a collective purpose. 
Interestingly, none of the study participants saw their colleagues as important factors influencing 
their vocational identities. Instead, Annie and Stella saw administration as a detriment while 
Becca saw administration as a distant force that she rarely encountered and had even less effect 
on her vocational identity. Chloe, always the outlier, saw administration in an adversarial light 
and argued against their importance of influence. Stella, in her narrative, spoke of summers and 
the social network she was part of and its influence on what she now understood to be her 
vocational identity. Stella confirmed Hogg and Abrams (1988) assertion that teachers want to 
belong to the larger group. While it was not as apparent for Becca, Annie, or Chloe, it should be 
noted their narratives spoke of a need for social interaction on some level, be it with students, 
stakeholders, or to a lesser degree, colleagues. The influence that Hogg and Abrams (1988) wrote 
about was perhaps overstated. 
Stets & Burke (2000) wrote that a redundancy of theory was inevitable with Identity and 
Social Identity Theory and suggested that at some point, these theories would inevitably merge 
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into one. The case was made by defining three core areas where the theories shared 
commonalities. The first core area was “categories or groups for social identity theory, roles for 
identity theory, and the place of person identities and the second core was the “activation of 
identities and the salience as used in each of the theories” and the third area involved 
“depersonalization (social identity), self-verification (identity), self-esteem (social identity) and 
self-efficacy (identity)” (p. 224). It was striking how closely aligned these theories were and how 
they must compete for bandwidth in the psychosociological arena. It was through these 
processes, either singularly or concert with others, that an identity was formed (Stets & Burke, 
2000).  This study focused on the creation of vocational identity and how that vocational identity 
was maintained in the classroom setting. Stets and Burke (2000) posit identity theory and social 
identity theory will merge (if they were ever separate in the first place) at some point. Becca, 
Stella, Chloe, Annie, and to a much lesser degree, Molly show these theories have indeed melded 
into one. While there might be differences, the data acquired in this study suggests identity 
theory and social identity theory support the concept of a vocational identity that is formed in 
both a personal and social context and influenced by factors that vary across the human 
experience.  
Implications for Future Research 
Vocational identity is a complex ideation of a professional who labors in relative 
obscurity for low pay in a stressful environment. I started this study with the intent to discover 
what makes a teacher a teacher and why do they teach? In many ways, I have answered one and 
made the other question even more important. The vocational identity of a teacher is a 
fascinating mix of memory, experience, context, lived events, and daily crisis that seem to 
permeate their existence. There is work yet to be done to fully understand the vocational identity 
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of teachers and how that identity influences their classroom teaching. In this study, factors were 
identified that influenced the creation of a vocational identity. Future researchers might well 
want to further explore these factors and plumb the depths of their influence over vocational 
identity. More research needs to be conducted on the concept of teacher influence, especially as 
it relates to students’ development. It was noted throughout this study how teachers influenced 
Becca, Molly, Stella, Chloe, and Annie. Every participant (Annie’s “teacher influence” was her 
father) stated a teacher had interacted with them early in their lives and it was that interaction 
that first planted the seed that led to their choosing the teaching vocation. This study addresses 
the prescient question of why teachers teach but does so through the lens of vocational identity 
formation. It would be interesting for future researchers to reverse the question and ask Why do 
teachers teach and how does their teaching support their vocational identities? Now, that would 
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Appendix I 
Interview Protocol 
[SAY THIS TO PARTICIPANT] 
Welcome and thank you for your participation today. My name is Michael Bennett and I 
am a doctoral student at Kennesaw State University conducting interviews for my dissertation. I 
would like your permission to audio record this interview so I may accurately document the 
information you convey. If at any time during the interview you wish to discontinue the use of the 
recorder or the interview itself, please feel free to let me know and we will stop.  
All responses are confidential and will be used only for this study. At this time, I would 
like to ask for your verbal consent and inform you that your participation in this interview also 
implies your consent. Your participation in this interview is completely voluntary. If at any time 
you need to stop, take a break, or return a text/call, please let me know. You may also withdraw 
your participation at any time without consequence. Do you have any questions or concerns 
before we begin? Then with your permission we will begin the interview. 
Research Topic: Vocational Identity and Motivation 
Assumptions:  The assumption is that I am speaking with a willing participant who has 
been informed about the study and its parameters. The space where the interview is being 
conducted is free from distractions and an agreed duration of time is in place.  
Preface 
[SAY THIS TO PARTICPANT] 
Before we begin, I want to make sure you understand my role as a researcher. As you 
probably surmised, I will ask you a series of questions and then I will listen to your answers. I 
know that is what you would expect but, in this case, listening is much different. I want you to 
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know that I am actively listening because I am very interested in what you have to say, both as a 
researcher and fellow educator. Everything you say to me is confidential and no one will have 
access to either notes or recordings. I might underline a point or draw circles around something 
you say-do not let that distract you-those doodles are for me to come back to later or design a 
follow up question if warranted. If possible, when I ask questions, I want you to “empty the cup” 
and tell me everything that you think about the topic, regardless if you see value to it or not. 
Sometimes it is the smallest details that make the biggest difference. Don’t worry if it is not in 
chronological order-I will figure that out later or come back to you for clarification. The most 
important thing is that you tell me your story with all its twists and turns. Try your best not to 
leave anything out-even if you have to stop and add them out of order-because you just 
remembered. One thought might lead to a cascade of others and that is a good thing! All of this 
might sound repetitive and that is okay. The point here is that I am really interested in how you 
created a teacher identity and how that identity motivates you in your classroom. 
SQUIN (Primary Question) 
1. I would like for you to tell me how you see yourself as a teacher, and all of the events and 
experiences which were instrumental in helping you identify as the teacher you are today. 
[SAY TO PARTICIPANT] 
Start whenever you like. Tell your story as you want to. Remember-I’ll listen first, and I 
won’t interrupt you. I’ll be taking notes and if there’s silence, that’s okay. It’s your silence and I 
am content to share that with you. 
BNIM (Topical Questions) 
{SAY TO PARTICIPANT] 
Thank you for that response. I listened very closely and may have some questions in our 
next meeting. I want to shift the conversation to the topics I am most interested in with regards to 
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teacher identity and how that identity influences your motivation. There are four topics that I 
think are really important to my study. They are personal/behavioral factors, contextual factors, 
life domain factors, and finally political/educational factors. Like the first question, I am going 
to ask a question and then I want you to empty the cup so to speak and tell me everything you 
think about that topic. Don’t worry about starting/starting, pausing, being out of order, and all 
the rest. I am very interested in your story and so appreciative of you. 
2. I would like you to focus on the personal and behavioral pieces (aspects) of the teacher 
you are today. Describe the personal journey of developing into the teacher you are today 
with all the events, victories and failures, and experiences that you can and any 
behavioral traits you feel are important to your identity as a teacher. Again, nothing is too 
trivial and might be very important. You can start whenever you like. I’ll be actively 
listening and taking notes.  
 
3. Context is so important in our lives. Describe the context in which your teacher identity 
was developed and how that context helps or hinders the maintenance of your teacher 
identity and what you do in the classroom. Before we begin, could you please give me 
your definition of context? I want to make sure I see your answer through the correct 
lens. 
 
4. The next question is about what role life domains played in the formation of your teacher 
identity. For my study, life domains can be defined as family, community, and spiritual 
domains or areas. So, thinking about those areas of your life, what role did they play in 
the formation of your teacher identity and do they continue to factor into your motivation 
as a teacher? 
 
5. The next question is framed by the political and educational crucible in which your 
teacher identity was formed and is maintained. To be clear, I am not asking about political 
ideology or your GPA. Instead, how did the political and education environment play a 
role in creating your teacher identity and does it continue to feed or starve that identity? 
 
6. The last question is quite relevant. Let’s talk about COVID and the pandemic. Tell me 
how COVID, the pandemic, virtual teaching and all the rest has impacted your life as a 
teacher.  
 




At the end of the second interview, I will ask each participant to take photographs of items that 
they believe would help me to understand their vocational identity. I was very careful to not limit 
the number of photographs, the type of photographs, or to restrict their creative license. I asked 
my participants to complete this task in the next two weeks and to send me an email when they 
felt they were finished. I responded to their email and asked that they send me their photographs 
which I had developed locally. I then picked up the photographs and took them to each 
participant and followed the protocol as described in the next section. 
Photo Elicitation Protocol 
SAY THIS TO PARTICIPANT 
I am very excited about this element of my study. We have been talking about vocational identity 
and how you created your own unique teacher self. Now, we are going “next level.” I want you 
to take photographs of the things you feel would best explain your vocational identity. I don’t 
want to make any suggestions here because I want this to be a totally organic experience for you. 
You will get all the original photographs back and they will be yours to keep. Some or all of the 
photos may be published in the study but only with your explicit permission. After you have used 
up the camera, send me a text and I’ll swing by your school and pick it up. I’ll develop the 
pictures and without looking at them first, bring them back to you along with a photo album. I 
want you to arrange the photos in a way that you feel gives them the most meaning and 
illustrates your vocational identity the best. Bring the album to our last meeting where I will ask 
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you to “present” your album and tell me your story using the pictures as your roadmap. I will 
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Appendix III 
Network Views of Code Groups with Quotations 
Figure 63 
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Figure 64 
Atlas. ti (V9) Network view of life domains factors with quotations 
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Figure 65 
Atlas. ti (V9) Network view of needs factors with quotations 
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Figure 66 
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